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Qualitative ethnological analysis shows that visual media are keys
to socio-cultural categories. Local/global intermingle, making
cases exemplary of a wider scope. Not only field/bibliographic
data but the study of research system(s) interactions that create
new phases in the trajectory of visual collections, is important.

The leitmotif of neck-(un)tied gentlemen as metaphor for the
historical evolution of visual media: photograph- prentbriefkaart -
DVD shows that technique changes but the functions of visual
media remain unchanged, and concepts like memory, identity,
time, death, are intrinsic to them.

The prentbriefkaart, more than a photograph carrier, is itself a
medium. Etymologically, the Dutch word prentbriefkaart is the most
comprehensive: Prent = image; Kaart = material; and Brief =
dispatch. Particularities of each medium appear, but also what
they share: a historicizing/descriptive literature, need of an
approach embracing both documenting and artistic functions, and
the myth of authenticity. Finally, the cultural phenomenon of
collectors is important in the chain of cultural heritage, and
collectors form a supportive network for academic research.

Human systems are dynamic. They not only inherit the past
but also (inter)act this legacy, investing it with new meanings: the
only guarantee of preservation of any cultural legacy.

De Longte Dordrecht
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Op de ansichtkaart staan een paar mannen 
ze spelen pétanque onder een plataan 
aan hun voeten een paar kogels 
 
ze hebben het spel stilgelegd en denken na 
ze zijn in een kring gaan staan 
hun hoofden gebogen over wat daar ligt 
 
er ligt een probleem 
zo te zien ligt er een probleem 
 
ik kan lang kijken naar deze kaart 
het zal daar bijna avond zijn 
het warme einde van een dag 
 
en terwijl niets beweegt daar 
groeit onzichtbaar langzaam een vraag 
de vraag: wat nu 
 
ik zou je deze kaart graag willen toezenden 

 
 

   -Rutger Kopland1 
 
 
  

                                                 
1 Over het verzenden van een ansichtkaart, in: R. Kopland, Verzamelde gedichten (Amsterdam, van Oorschot, 2006). 
Rutger Kopland is the pseudonym of Rutger Hendrik van den Hoofakker, a Dutch psychiatrist and poet, born in 
Groningen in 1934.   
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Introduction 
 
 
The view of this young girl, caught in the moment of carrying a portrait of a woman, seemed as 
the perfect introduction to the coming pages. The photograph was made once by Cartier-Bresson 
in Mexico. Beyond its technical mastery, it carries visually a story. The story of memory. The 
little girl is then carrying her memory. Where is she taking it from? What made the portrait leave 
the family home? And already inside, did it go to the family altar, or did it stay at the living room, 
accompanying the living thereafter? Cartier-Bresson caught the portrait while being in the move. 
Behind it, almost of the same size as the portrait, a human presence, for whom it is meaningful in 
ways we do not know. The young Mexican girl might have not yet been entirely aware of the 
importance of what she was holding. She was fully and only in the present, carrying the past … 
into the future. She might have not yet known the importance of remembering, but she had a 
portrait to remind her of where she belonged. She would probably know the story of the woman 
in the portrait, and she would certainly be able to tell us stories attached to it we cannot even start 
to imagine. This is exactly what the following pages are about, the human presence behind the 
images. Images that sometimes move literally, as this little girl’s portrait, or that move 
symbolically, entering not through a doorway, but themselves opening doorways to our 
imaginary. 

Like in Cartier-Bresson’s photograph, the characters of these pages are not fictional. Any 
resemblance with real characters is not a coincidence and no identity has been protected from the 
public knowledge. This is why the reader will find me as well, more literally than metaphorically, 
through the pages. Such choice has been made based upon the firm belief that there is no need to 
try to attain the phantom of objectivity, because these pages, like all others, are always, in the first 
place, the result of the author’s personal distinctions. Furthermore, the presence of the observer in 
the field has always an impact on the observed object/subject, sometimes even in unexpected and 
surprising ways. There is no doubt for me then that my editing process of the available material 
has been definitely permeated by my own background. Once becoming aware of this, I attempted 
instead to achieve a sharp self-reflection that can be of use in enabling the imager for the 
discussion of the matters in question. Moreover, the touching moments I shared with the 
storytellers left me with the human ‘responsibility’, in its strict etymological meaning, ‘to 
respond’ in a similar way and share some of my own stories, both in the field as in the pages.. 

These pages were born in the frame of a bigger project in the province of North-Brabant, 
Photography of the twentieth century. It was sponsored for a year both by the province and by the 
University of Tilburg. Both the beauty and extensiveness of the Bijnen photographic and 
prentbriefkaart collection, with its impact on later generations, made the project grew into a PhD 
project at the University of Amsterdam, with the support of Prof. Dr. Gerard Rooijakkers. This 
second phase of the project has to do not only with the Bijnen collection but with the biography 
of the prentbriefkaart and of photography. Moreover, these pages want to invite the imager to 
reflect upon the prentbriefkaart-photographic phenomenon from the enriching perspective of 
narrative. Furthermore, I intend to show how virgin the field still is, both in the area of a medium 
that has been as underestimated as the prentbriefkaart, as it is in the also underestimated area of 
family photographs, within the framework of such an underestimated discipline in the field of art 
history as photography has been.  

As aforementioned, the following is primarily a reflection on the so-called picture 
postcard phenomenon. The Dutch word prentbriefkaart has been selected from the many 
possibilities to name a card, as it reflects best the concept of the content and the use of the 
medium in just one word. Although some of the reflections lead inevitably to those 
prentbriefkaarten with a visual content of images that are not photographs but drawings, this 
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reflection has been focused mainly on the prentbriefkaart-photographic phenomenon. Merely the 
name already confronts us with a conceptual division into two fields, that of the prentbriefkaart 
and that of photography. Both visual media seem to be interconnected in many ways and at many 
levels. Therefore, and because by being a carrier of photography the prentbriefkaart becomes a 
meta-medium, it is not surprising that many considerations on account of the prentbriefkaart 
belong actually and originally to photography. However, at the same time, after adding all the 
elements characteristic of the prentbriefkaart phenomenon, the reflection can be extended from 
the photographic to the prentbriefkaart field because from another approach level, both are visual 
media carrying a photographic content that functions actively within a human context. 

There is a general belief that photography is a visual product that is meant to be seen … 
and only to be seen. To reflect upon it has mostly not been considered necessary, as we see in the 
majority of the books about the field. The image is given all the power of meaning and 
interpretation, as if it was evidently explicit. This might be partly true for the aesthetic approach 
of the photograph, but it is not valid for the image in its context. Not to mention that beauty in 
itself is already subjective, beauty in a photograph is something taken for granted. However, it is 
clearly not the only trend in photography, as it is shown by all those images that do not pretend to 
be pretty or even artistic, but that intend to document or to promote a reflection by means of a 
confronting visual content. There is of course the vast field of family photographs, where the 
same principle is applied. Then, suddenly, what is beautiful is not just beautiful, or it is even not 
beautiful at all, but it communicates something, it carries messages, it confronts to promote a 
collective reflection on social and human issues. What is beautiful transforms into politics. The 
ugly becomes beautiful or beauty becomes badly connotated. ‘Beauty’ becomes, in summary, 
more and more complex.  

The visual material available studied, enjoyed, imagined, … for this project was so 
extensive that we can easily talk about literally thousands of images between photographs, 
negatives, glass plates, prentbriefkaarten, and even filmographic material. The aim of this book is 
not to describe them all, but to arrive at a categorization that aids in the reflection of the medium. 
Therefore, the selection is representative of a larger body of visual material available. I posit a 
model of approach applicable to both the photographic medium and to the prentbriefkaart one. 
Such a selection was therefore done based on the proposed model. This is why one can find 
examples of prentbriefkaarten of different periods of time for instance in a non chronological 
order, as the intention is to show that the prentbriefkaart phenomenon is a dynamic one, and that 
there are certain parameters that even though adapted or transformed, remain present through all 
the route of the prentbriefkaart until today.  

It is true that to engage in a project about the prentbriefkaart meant to enter in a room full 
of doors. The cohesive element of the whole research and the selection of doors to be opened 
were given by the visual heritage left by photographer Jan Bijnen, from Waalre, in the Dutch 
province of North-Brabant. In this sense, it is but fair to state that this whole project has been 
built upon the ‘eyes’ of the mentioned visual collection, in all its forms. Neck tied gentlemen 
invite us into a mental journey, as all photographs and prentbriefkaarten do. This will make us 
realize that when photographer Jan Bijnen bought his camera and his bicycle to engage in the 
collection of his images all through the Dutch landscape, he started a chain of meanings for them 
and for himself that would enrich a complex net of people. And it has proven to be doing so up to 
the present, as these very pages, for instance, add up to the meanings attached to Jan Bijnen’s 
photographs and prentbriefkaarten. In the context of this research, Jan Bijnen, our Gentleman of 
the bow tie, takes us through all the different phases that a photograph and a prentbriefkaart can 
undergo: the creation, the reproduction, the promotion and the reception of the image. And 
further, to the new phases of meaning it has undergone from there. As we look closer at his 
photographs and prentbriefkaarten, we discover the importance of private collections, like those 
of family photographs or those of prentbriefkaarten. And by following their trace, the surprising 
and unexpected paths they can undergo when connected to human users open up. 
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These pages contain various structural lines that appear parallel to each other in different 
layers. The first one is the line of identity formation and its impact on the relationship of the 
visual objects, the visual disciplines and their users. The second one is that of narrative applied to 
photography, to the prentbriefkaart, and finally to the analysis of the visual collections. The third 
one is the leitmotiv given by the main characters of the research, namely their photographs and 
their image collections: José Menendez, the Gentleman with the big cravat, Jan Bijnen, the 
Gentleman with a bow tie, Paul Bijnen, the Gentleman with a bachelor’s tie, and Ad van den 
Eeden, the Gentleman with no tie. Fourth, we have the line of an inductive approach that parts 
from the general, namely photography as a field. Then we move to the prentbriefkaart 
phenomenon, where photography is just one element of the many elements constituting the postal 
phenomenon. The last zoom is made into the particular cases. Finally, we end up with the line 
provided by collectors, which follow the same inductive model: collectors of photography, 
collectors of prentbriefkaarten, and private collectors. Finally, we face the mystery of how 
collectors end up being collected, and how papers acquire movement and sound in the hands of 
the Gentleman with no tie. 

The traditional treatment of the different actors related to these visual phenomena has 
been consciously avoided. This is why in these pages the so-called professionals (who photograph 
for money) appear hand in hand with the so-called amateurs (who photograph for love). In these 
pages, photographers are just that, photographers; those who make photographs, with an artistic 
or a documenting intention, and sometimes even with both. This shows again, the dynamism of 
categories, in opposition to a static view. In the proposed approach of the visual media both 
should be able to co-exist and interact, as they actually do in reality, from a containing higher-
level approach. In this same vein is that collectors, that are a crucial part of the vital cycle of 
cultural history and of the heritage of material culture, certainly for such fields as the ones in 
question, have been of utmost importance for this project. These pages are created almost in its 
entirety thanks to independent collections, some of which fight day to day to acquire resources in 
order to be able to keep the collections alive and ‘on the road’. Others financed exclusively by the 
collectors themselves, and others from private family archives. Collectors are people who, mostly 
without academic training for handling their collections as an object of study, are inspired by their 
attachment to their collections and by what these mean in their own personal narrative, to try to 
give their collected items a structure. Sometimes they do, and some succeed more than others in 
creating a unity out of nothing.  

Furthermore, collectors represent a crucial link for the ethnologist, who, armed with an 
academic approach and a methodology, can build the gathered material of the collector into 
another unity that could provide an enriching perspective to the visual field. This does not mean 
at all that the unity of the researcher is ‘better’ than that of the collector, but that they are, in the 
best of the cases of course, both structured unities that just belong to different levels in the cycle 
of cultural heritage. It is also to a great extent thanks to these independent collectors that the 
researcher can actually travel from one stopping point to the next, in the derrideanean sense of 
moving from ‘posta’ to ‘posta’. After all, by means of his collection, the collector is already 
presenting his view of unity of something that before he entered into action, it was for everybody 
else, just scattered around material. This is why historian Francisco Montellano so appropriately 
refers to collectors as ‘modest historians’. It is the task of the researcher to create his own unity (a 
meta-unity) aided by those ones that already exist. A researcher is, to a certain extent, just another 
sort of collector. And we shall see that in some cases, he cannot prevent being collected as well, 
turning from collector into an object of collection. 

Another purpose of these pages is to show the reader that the prentbriefkaart, precisely 
because of its triviality, is a treasure of meanings and an open mine to ethnological analysis. It is 
ignored and underestimated precisely because of its great achievement: to be everywhere. There 
is hardly anybody who does not treasure at least one or two prentbriefkaarten, whether a collector 
or not. There is also almost no documenting collection, either private or in the hands of museums, 
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that does not include prentbriefkaarten. However, in the best of the cases, it is mostly placed 
under the medium of photography and not under its own true medium, the prentbriefkaart one, 
which means that it is reduced to its photographic content when it actually has much more to 
offer, particularly to any documenting collection. There is then a tendency to reduce one medium 
into another, or even to just deny one of them. This impoverishes the interpretation of our 
medium in question, as it lacks the elements that belong only to the prentbriefkaart; namely, 
those that constitute the postal element in its more comprehensive sense. The bad news for the 
photographic medium is that the photograph as visual content is but one of the many elements of 
the prentbriefkaart one, while in the available literature the photograph has taken over all the 
other elements, which are reduced and neglected, so much so that most of the prentbriefkaarten 
are just considered as photographs. It must be mentioned as well, that for certain cases, in 
particular those of family photographs, it happens exactly the other way around, being the 
prentbriefkaart element only one of the many aspects of the photograph, and to be fair, the least 
relevant. 

Because the reflection of a visual medium requires the observing of it, these pages are 
therefore richly illustrated. Although to be able to reflect upon them there is the need to describe 
them, or at least to point out specific elements in them that have enabled me to come to specific 
ideas and concepts, it has not been the intention to produce a descriptive sort of text. It is thus 
important to clarify that the intention has not been that of a merely descriptive iconographic 
analysis, but to propose an iconological and therefore more comprehensive approach both to 
photography and to the prentbriefkaart. In this sense, I have been interested, to the astonishment 
of many, precisely in that which most people collecting prentbriefkaarten are not interested. This 
includes private collectors, as well as institutional ones, which explains as well the selection of 
visual material. What interested me was not the clean non-posted front side prentbriefkaart, but 
the used, written on, even damaged side of a prentbriefkaart that ‘has been on the road’. It is also 
not the neat obverse that interests me, but the one that has a message, a human print on it. I am 
interested in the reflection not just of the prentbriefkaart as a mere object that has a particular 
‘way of being’, in its ‘materiality’ per se, but on the way that it determines human usage and 
behaviour, and the way human usage and behaviour determine its ‘corporeality’, and even its 
existence. The same applies to the selection of the photographic material. I have been particularly 
interested in those photographs or prentbriefkaarten with a story. I have intentionally chosen 
those photographs that were a clear illustration of how people relate to them and how they attach 
them with meanings. 

Another important feature discussed is the anonymity of the prentbriefkaart medium and 
of its users, which does not help to validate it. On the other hand, this anonymity of the medium is 
precisely what makes it so suitable for the analysis of the personal, social and sometimes even 
political contents it carries. It is true that, as any other human expression, it undergoes an editing 
process. However, because of its original concept of belonging to the private sphere, certain 
nudity is lost in other applications of photography, like commercial or artistic photography for 
instance. In its most basic and elementary application, the prentbriefkaart is used by anybody to 
send it to somebody else who is emotionally close and physically far. This means that its purpose 
is, fundamentally, that of communicating. However, I want to show that this communication 
process can be as simple and as complex as human interaction and human interpretation are. 
Moreover, I want to show as well that even such a small piece of paper can be highly charged 
with human meanings, to underline finally, what every ethnologist already knows: that in the 
frame of human knowledge there is no such thing as a trivial subject. 

Although this project came to being within a Dutch framework, many other identities 
appeared, like the English, the Indonesian, the Mexican, the French, and many others the reader 
will encounter through the pages. These different identities appeared through the research due to 
the context and content of the photographs and prentbriefkaarten studied here. But even more 
important, it has to do directly with the nature of the prentbriefkaart medium itself, which is 
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essentially related to the concept of travel, as it is the nature of a prentbriefkaart to travel to other 
places than the place where it is produced and sent. Its nature is, therefore, to connect 
geographical places that are far from each other. Finally, because it is my belief that, separated by 
oceans and mountains, languages and cultural ways, there is still a model to be found in the fact 
that people want to communicate with people, in the way they actually do so, in their attachment 
of meanings, and in the most fundamental need they have of rituality and connection. It is indeed 
crucial and vital to keep a perspective based on the contextual differences, to learn to maintain an 
identity and reaffirmation of the self while being able to move comfortably within the terrain of 
alterity. And these little pieces of paper that prentbriefkaarten are, belong precisely to this liminal 
and enriching space in between the self and the other. But it is also important to realize that, no 
matter what the differences might be, we are, in the big picture, just people trying to maintain an 
identity that is vulnerable and changing, while moving within the ever appearing terrain of the 
other, that is threatening and unknown, but mysterious and enchanting.  
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Identity 
 
 
The Gentleman with the big cravat 

 
 

We can observe this image only as an image; experiment it in its most obvious periphery, 
that of denotation. Then our first observation would be in relationship to the sepia colour 
of the photograph combined with the ochre patina of time, rising from the bottom right 
hand corner. Then we could focus on the blue of the letters at the bottom left hand corner. 
Or perhaps we could focus on the contrasting dark colored hat, or on the eyes of the 
portrayed gentleman that are in the golden section. Maybe it would be the Cravat 2 
around his neck, or the curvature of his moustache attuned with the curvature of his hair 
that might catch our attention. 
 Any of these formal attributes would lead us to enjoy or reject what we see, this 
being the basic way of experiencing an image. We might think that the blue colour is out 
of context and that it occupies violently the foreground of an image that mostly belongs 
to the ochre. We could experience this blue element as a visual invasion both of the right 
hand side as well as of the upper sides of the image. Or it might occur that a subtle sense 
of proportion on our part is attracted by the imaginary diagonal that divides the rectangle 
in half, from the upper left hand side to the bottom right hand side. If so, this imaginary 
line might be strengthened by the second diagonal that is formed by the boundaries of 
each blue line, turning the blue into a less disturbing element. 

Up to this moment, each one of the image’s features is perceived as a visual 
constituent. As such, it creates in turn a visual composition that provokes a reaction in us 
on this same level. Due to its visual attributes, we can consider it within the domain of 
beauty or out of it. However, if we move into an extra perceptual level, that of the content 
of the image, we will recognize that, beautiful or not, it is also a photography and not a 
painting or an engraving. We will be able to recognize as well 1) that we are dealing with 
a gentleman’s portrait, 2) that the blue signs are actually letters that do not belong to the 
first (formal) phase of the creation of the image and, 3) that they were probably written 
by the portrayed character.  

The visual features of the image, nonetheless, do not provide this information, but 
it is given by our own cultural background. It is this cultural knowledge that leads us to 
believe that the handwritten letters on a photograph are usually a dedication signed by the 
portrayed person. We know beyond any doubt that it is indeed a photograph because 
photography is already an intrinsic part of our society, and this same knowledge will 
make us conclude that our photograph does not come from our immediate past. 

After zooming further into our perceptual levels and if we actually read the 
content of the written text, we will confirm that it is indeed an old photograph. If we can 
read the written text, which is also a cultural determinant, it provides the information that 
the Gentleman with the big cravat was J. Menendez and that on May 6, 1942, somewhere 
in Mexico, he dedicated his portrait “with high estimation and affection” to his “good 

                                                 
2 See Appendix I. 
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friend José Moreno Dartiz”. Thus, we have an image that is purely visual, where even the 
text is part of its visual content. If we do not speak Spanish they are in an unreadable 
language, and it would be only until the moment when we get to know the message that 
the letters will stop being merely ‘blue lines’ and become language. As such, it will be 
charged with certain information, which, as any language, is susceptible of a semantic 
analysis.  

The content will give us access then to two different phases of our image: the first 
one, which is that of the creation of the image, where there is a portrayed man and there 
is no text yet; and the second one, where the Gentleman with the big cravat dedicates his 
photograph to his friend. In turn, this will lead us to other two further moments. A first 
one given by our perception of the image purely from its visual content, where the text is 
also part of this visual content, and second, that of our perception of the image as a 
photograph, with a text that is not only a visual feature but also a feature with content. 
Here the text constitutes literally a narrative.  

If we deepen even more in the perceptual levels, we will reach another point in 
the ‘narrative’ of our image; namely, the one of the ochre scars acquired through time. 
Here we will have image and text at a denotative level, together with image and text at a 
connotative one. This means that in the first denotative level we are just naming what 
exists, while in the second perceptual level of the image, that of connotation, we meet 
with the second meanings, those that are more related to association than to descriptive 
objective observation. This is where the visual becomes conceptual, and our photograph 
turns into an enigmatic bi-dimensional object.  

 Yet more mysterious is our Gentleman with the big cravat, of whom we know 
almost nothing. We can call him by his family name so far, describe him according to 
how he looks in the photograph, and name his friend. We can describe his face, tell about 
his handlebar moustache, or about his hat and tie, but for the rest we can only imagine his 
story. We have one gentleman’s image and the presence of another one given only by his 
name written on the image of the former one. They are but two characters from the past 
who shared a slice of history. A scrabbled date and a place. But what is the story behind 
this face? How could we reach the narrative behind the narrative that we can ‘read’ in the 
photograph? Certainly not just by looking at it. 

 
 
 

Reality’s fingerprints 
 
 

The only thing we do know is that at least one of the two gentlemen, the one depicted in 
the picture, existed. And we know that just because of the photograph, as the photograph 
is, “not only an image […] an interpretation of the real; it is also a trace, something 
directly stenciled off the real, like a footprint or a death mask”, as American writer Susan 
Sontag describe it. 3 And this represents the danger of dealing with photography: that the 
medium is not just an object that can be real or represented, but reality itself constitutes 
the medium. This is what Barthes refers to when he says that “in photography [one] can 

                                                 
3 Sontag, On Photography, 154. 
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never deny that the being has been there.” 4 “The presence of a thing […] is never 
metaphoric. [Even in the case of photographing corpses], the photograph becomes 
horrible, […] because it certifies, so to speak, that the corpse is alive, as corpse: it is the 
living image of a dead thing”. 5 Post-mortem photographs of dead children are also a 
telling example of the reality of a corpse.  
 

 

 
 

 
Photograph of two calling card photographs on the bottom left and right hand side of the framed 
photograph of a child that died. It is not a post mortem photograph, but a commemorative one. The 
framed photograph of the child, and probably also the photograph of the framed photograph with the 
photographs of the parents of the child at both sides, have been taken by Dutch photographer Jan Bijnen. 
It was included in the series of prints that were made directly from the original glass plates of Jan Bijnen. 
The upper background photographs are from a group of prentbriefkaarten made also by the mentioned 
photographer. They were assembled in a wooden groundwork to be part of an exhibition held once at the 
Museum of Waalre, The Netherlands. The Photographs right behind are some of the Bijnen prints made 
from the glass plates. This is then a meta-meta-photograph: the photograph of the photograph of the 
photograph. Further, it shows, visually, the trajectory the first photograph has undergone.

                                                 
4 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 76. 
5 Ibidem, 78. 



This need of confirmation of ‘the real’ can already be seen at the outset of the 
phenomenon of photography, when daguerreotypes were discussed. Physicist and 
chemist Gay-Lussac spoke for instance of ‘mathematical precision’ in relation to them, 
while for commentators in the daily and week press in Paris, precision was the main 
parameter to judge the invention presented by Louis Daguerre. “This is because only the 
sharpness of the image and the wealth of detail it contained could give the viewer the 
sense of seeing something that had really existed. People picked out every detail with 
astonished delight, since this proved the authenticity of the reproduction”. 6 Arago, on 
August 19, 1839, in his Rapport sur le Daguerreotype presented at the Academy of 
Sciences in Paris, says in relation to this element of precision that, “there would be no 
doubts about the faithfulness and precision of the photographic image […]”. 7 Therefore 
that ‘the reagent discovered by Mr. Daguerre speed the progress of one of the sciences 
[photometry] that revere the human spirit. Henceforth, aided by [M. Daguerre’s 
discovery], the physicist will be able to act by absolute intensity; comparing light by its 
effects. 8 His discovery, according to Arago, offered novelty, an artistic use for painters, a 
quick execution and a valuable means to science due to its ‘incredible perfection’. 

By just looking at an old photograph, we are always tempted to believe that what 
we see not only existed at a certain moment in the past but that what it depicts was or is 
true. We have here two concepts that mingle in a dangerous relation: true and real. We 
can hear about a photograph being true and real, but when we hear that it can be false 
and real, we start getting lost in what seems to be a paradoxical relation of both terms. 
The contradiction is solved when we realize that it can be simultaneously both real and 
false, because each quality belongs to a different approach level. What we see is real 
because it existed, and this is just an ordinary description of a fact. However, the words 
true and false imply something else, as they move already within another category, that 
of the judgments of value, which take place in the cultural representational domain of the 
image. We look at a segment of story and we are caught in the idea that this fragment is 
the truth, when it is only a perspective of presence. And this confusion in categories is 
translated into the myth of what photography can achieve; namely, veracity of the 
depicted facts. 

There are plenty of examples of how this truthful value of the camera has been 
commonly spread, not only among general observers of photographs, but also among 
different disciplines such as anthropology, criminology, history, and so forth. Curious 
enough the field of professional photographers, modern and old, have also fallen under 
the spell and we have photographers themselves talking about this authentication of the 
camera. We read for instance that Frank Meadow Sutcliffe (1852-1941), a British 
photographer who had a portrait studio in the late 1870s said that “a photograph gives us 
the naked truth”. 9 Contemporary American photographer Robert Adams (1937), when 
talking about a photographer’s work, once said that, “the spring-tight line between reality 
and photography has been stretched relentlessly, but it has not been broken. These 
abstractions of nature have not left the world of appearances; to do so is to break the 
camera’s strongest point –its authenticity. At his best, [Minor] White made pictures that 

                                                 
6 Frizot, A new History of Photography, 33. 
7 Ibidem, 131. 
8 Arago, Le daguerréotype, 19. My translation. 
9 Sutcliff, ‘How to look at photographs’, 42. 
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were strong because of that authenticity, the appearance of the world”. 10 Another 
example is the French filmmaker Jean-Luc Goddard (1930), who once said that, 
“Photography is truth. Cinema is truth twenty-four times a second”. 11  

 
 

 
 
 

Prentbriefkaart by photographer Jan Bijnen, resembling a post mortem 
photograph. In this case, the children are not dead but posing for the 
photograph. This is a photograph of ca. 1910 that was made in the evening 
with the help of magnesium light. The models of this photograph were the 
neighbor’s children from two houses further from the photographer’s address. 
The children were real but the death of the children was faked. Despite the 
difficulty at the time to make a photograph in the evening, “this photograph 
was such a success” and it was made into a prentbriefkaart. Even the children 
found it great when they were young. Later, when they became older, they 
changed their minds, as their perception of the post-mortem images changed 
in society. Then the card was taken out of the market. 12  

                                                 
10 Adams, Beauty in photography, 92. 
11 Photography Film and Television, 29. 
12 De buurkinderen van de fotograaf, 11-12. This information was confirmed by Jan Bijnen’s daughter, 
Jacoba Lavrijssen-Bijnen. This card was reproduced from the original prentbriefkaart of collector Frans 
Huijbregts, who wondered if there were any of the Bijnen children included in this image. For more on 
post-mortem photography see for example, Krabben, ‘Schone slapers. Post-mortem fotografie in 
slaapkamer en lijkenhuis’,  Burns & Burns, Sleeping Beauty. Memorial Photography in America, and 
Sleeping Beauty II: Grief, Bereavement in Memorial Photography American and European Traditions, the 
latter was published as a complement to the temporary  and until now biggest exhibition in Europe on the 
genre of post-mortem photography ‘Le Derniere Portrait’ at the Musée d’Orsay, openened in Paris on may 
2002. Also Sliggers, B.C., et.al., Naar het lijk. Het Nederlandse doodsportret 1500-heden, catalogue to the 
exhibition at the Teylers Museum in Haarlem.   
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Photographer David Levinthal has said in the same vein that to him “a photograph 

is a page from life, and that being the case, it must be real”. 13 Swinnen has also said that 
‘the camera, we know that, never lies”. 14 But then, to bring it to a literal example, we 
must bring forward the case of the French editor C, Chaplot and his book about 
recreational and fantastic photography from 1904, where he refers to the most common 
trick photographs and presents the recipes to achieve them. One of these was ‘spirit 
photography’, invented by an American, William Mumler, which consisted of different 
‘spirit’ motifs that appeared thanks to the manipulation of photographs by superimposure. 
Expert in the art of deceiving with photographs, Chaplot expresses in the introduction of 
his chapter, Lies of Photography, his opinion about the veracity of photographs, 
“Photography, contrary to popular opinion, isn’t always the expression of pure truth”. 15 
But is it ever? The former image shows for instance, how another photographer, Jan 
Bijnen, ‘arranged’ the children in the image to make them appear as if they were dead. 
The children were indeed there, but they were not dead, as there is reference that one of 
them later asked the card to be taken out of the market. 

We can relate to the mentioned use of photography as proof when we recall 
someone saying, “I have to make a photograph because no one will believe this 
happened”. The ‘Japanese tourist photography phenomenon’, as the most radical example 
of a tourist photographing himself in every different setting he encounters, bears witness 
to this need of proof fulfilled by a camera. About this, Susan Sontag describes tourist 
photography as “offering indisputable evidence that the trip was made, that the program 

                                                 
13 Weinberg, From the Heart, 92. 
14 Swinnen, De paradox van de fotografie, 50. My translation from the Dutch. 
15 Chaplot, La Photographie récréativeet fantaisiste. Quoted in: Moore, K., Jacques Henri Lartigue, 51-53. 
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was carried about, that fun was had.” 16 In this sense we must agree with Barthes that 
“photography’s inimitable feature (its noeme) is that someone [or something] has been 
the referent […] in flesh and blood. Or again, in person”. 17 However, the whole is more 
than the sum of the parts, and we are missing the relation between denotation and 
connotation that gives us access to the gestalt. So, do photographs show us the truth? Or 
is the truth just a myth built around photography? Barthes offers us a good answer to this 
when he poses that “photography never lies: or rather it can lie as to the meaning of the 
thing, being by nature tendentious, never as to its existence.” 18 This is, that photography 
can never lie about the presence of the referent. Its existence happens outside our 
interpretations. On the other hand, due to its susceptibility to be the recipient of as many 
meanings as there are observers, it can tamper with any judgments of value of the 
referent. 

As much as we would like to be able to assure that we can indeed capture reality 
between our fingers, that with a camera in hand we can irrefutably grasp what is real, the 
disappointing fact is we cannot. We must then agree in this vein with Sartre when he 
poses that “it is characteristic of a perception that the object never appears except in a 
series of profiles, of projections”; and that “the perception of [this] object is therefore a 
phenomenon of infinity of aspects”. 19 Barthes, in the same vein, says that “in front of the 
lens, I am at the same time: the one I think I am, the one I want others to think I am, the 
one the photographer thinks I am, and the one he makes use [of] to exhibit his art”. 20 
This makes the photograph a recipient of meanings offered to the imager or observer. 
Nothing less and nothing more. 

In his philosophical introduction to Sartre’s The imaginary, Jonathan Webber 
poses that “a photograph is not to be confused for the thing it is a photograph of”, but that 
“that thing is imagined through the photograph”. 21 This is precisely what Sartre means 
when he poses that “the function of the image is symbolic”, 22  which is why for him 
there is a paradoxical presence of the depicted object, one that is external, and another 
one that is internal. The external is its noeme in terms of Barthes, the real reality that 
exists independently of our representations of it, the gestalt. The internal one, which takes 
place in terms of symbolical representations of reality, makes the object susceptible to 
our personal imagery. Illustration of this would be for instance when “one […] finds 
cases where the photograph leaves [us] in such a state of indifference that [we] do not 
carry out any imaging. The photograph is vaguely constituted as an object, and the people 
that it depicts are indeed constituted as people, but solely because of their resemblance to 
human beings, without any particular intentionality. They float between the shores of 
perception, sign, and image, without touching any of them.” 23 The paradoxical element 
disappears by itself when we place ourselves in a higher level of perception of the image 
as a whole, and both the external and internal presences occur in two other different 
levels, which allow them to coexist simultaneously.  
                                                 
16 Sontag, On photography, 9. 
17 Barthes, Camera lucida, 79. 
18 Ibidem, 87. 
19 Sartre, The imaginary, 8. 
20 Barthes, Camera lucida, 13. 
21 Sartre, The imaginary, xiv. 
22 Ibidem, 97. 
23 Ibidem, 25. 
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The attribute of proving an identity constitutes the photograph’s magic. In the 
case of a portrait we can say that it authenticates somebody’s existence: “the […] body is 
immortalized by the mediation of a precious metal, silver […]; to which we might add the 
notion that this metal, like all the metals of Alchemy, is alive.” 24 And it is alive in the 
sense that it fixes something that in principle has been real. That would be the best 
differentiation with other media as painting, sculpture or drawing. We never know if 
behind a painting there was indeed something real that was retained by the artist. This 
was the case of very important sitters, like busy royal personages that would not have the 
time to stay posing during the whole process of the making of their portrait, leaving thus 
the work to the visual memory of the painter. But with photography, we need the reality 
of the image content to be there in order to produce the photograph. The memory of the 
photographer would not be enough, which provoked the absurd long exposure times to 
which the photographed people were subjected to in the past.  

It is perhaps this presence of reality in photography what represents the main 
difference with the other visual media, and not the ever-repeated discussion of whether 
photographs can or may be judged through the same parameters as paintings. All this idea 
of trying to liberate photography from the laws of composition that are derived from 
painting turns to be superfluous because these laws of composition and perspective, 
attributed exclusively to fine art’s aesthetics, are actually applicable to an aesthetic of 
images in general and should not be restricted to any visual medium in particular. 
Independent of the medium (painting, sculpture, photography, installation) the straight 
line is always a straight line and the diagonal gives always a perception of movement in 
its most basic denotation. The formal analysis of the image does not have to do with the 
medium itself but with the organization of the visual elements in a determined frame. The 
photographer works with frozen moments of reality in selected frames just like other 
visual media did. But until photography arrived into the scene, visual media were clear in 
that they were just producing representations of these frames. Photography, by working 
more directly than representationaly with reality, produces also representations, but with 
the difference that these need reality as a medium. Painting makes use of paint, brushes, 
and a canvas/woodcut, etc; sculpture needs materials, space and tools; and photography 
needs a camera, chemicals, light … and reality.  

In the Spanish language, this quality of depicting reality is clearly distinguished, 
and thus helps us to differentiate the conceptual differences as well. In this language, we 
find that the two different ways of being are clearly separated. “Estar en el tiempo”, 
which is equivalent to what Barthes calls the-have-been in contrast with “ser en el 
tiempo”, which refers to the more metaphysical being. The first category of being can be 
found in the formal attributes of the photograph of the Gentleman with the big cravat 
already described, its noeme. The second category requires the access to its narrative, as 
it is seen when we acquire another level of perception through the narrative given by the 
reading we can do based on our cultural associations. It becomes even more 
comprehensive with our reading of the actual written narrative of the blue letters of the 
dedication written by the Gentleman with the big cravat. 

Zooming out into yet another level of perception would take us further into the 
narrative of the narrative. That means the reading of the blue letters in the broader context 
of the photograph, placed within a world of interactions between the first formal 
                                                 
24 Sartre, The imaginary, 81. 
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descriptive level of image with no text, and the other level of the image with text. Here 
we can observe that there is an image that can remain just that, an image. Then there is a 
text that makes more sense in relation to it. Our Gentleman is not only sending a message 
through the text, but also through the text and the image.  

Through the text, he sends his ‘estimation and affection’. He is also legitimizing 
his bond to his friend by putting it in writing, which by the way always has an association 
to making things real. The act of naming as the act of acknowledging. Through the 
written date, he establishes a marker in time. Through his autograph, he is naming 
himself. An autograph is a reference to a real presence. We sign things to prove we were 
there, to prove we acknowledge what is written on paper. So much so that it is still the 
basis of our legal system because our handwriting has our personal rhythm and is for 
instance, a traceable reflection of our personality in hands of a graphologist. In this sense, 
an autograph and a photograph have the same function; they are both symbolical imprints 
of the real.  

But it is the interaction of the different perceptual levels that gives his message to 
his friend. Through the image he is sending himself, or what is closest to his real 
presence, a photograph. This last one is in this particular case a substitute of presence. 
The text marks a fragment of time and acknowledges the amicable bond between both 
gentlemen. And we are left here with a hidden story that could only be opened by stories 
themselves. We would like to know who made the picture or where it was taken. We are 
left to wonder about the story of which the photograph is just a fragment. Who the 
gentlemen in our narrative are is also a mystery. We wonder whether the elegant 
gentleman wore his hat on every occasion or whether he wore a big cravat just for the 
photograph. It comes to mind what kind of activities they engaged themselves into, or 
whom they loved. In essence, their ‘ser en el tiempo’.  

 
 
 
 

Magic, diabolical or spiritual 
 
 

Nevertheless, as we have seen, photography’s magic of working with reality might 
mislead us. We might end up believing the illusion that the fragment is the whole; after 
all, photographs are good sellers of illusions. Or else, we might think that the ser en el 
tiempo is the same as the estar en el tiempo. As if both concepts were the same, or the 
difference was not important, languages do not help us in reflecting on the difference. 
Examples of this unawareness of the difference are the members of some Amerindian 
communities who refuse to be photographed because of their belief that photography 
takes away a part of their soul, as the photographer takes away an image of them. In this 
case, identity is closely attached to the image. For them physical and spiritual attributes 
of the self are one, and they are registered, or better said, placed as one in the photograph. 
Hence their anxiety to let their image go with a stranger. This explains why the Chamula 
community from the southern part of Mexico, to name a particular example, strongly 
forbids visitors to make photographs of them or their community. You are allowed to 
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make a landscape photograph, but no human-scapes. And certainly no photographs of the 
ritual places nor of the ritual makers.  
In the belief of the Chamula, it is not a part but the entire soul that is taken away by the 
photographer, and they can react with particular aggression towards the ‘offender’. 
Outsiders are thus carefully warned by tourist agencies not to infringe these rules, and 
stories are told about cameras being smashed or taken away by those who decide to 
ignore the warnings. The guarding of the personal image within the Chamula 
communities is based of course, upon their own structures of thought. For this 
community, the soul, after being photographed, is taken away by the photographer, who 
in principle comes from far away and who will consequently take the ‘stolen soul’ also 
far away. The Chamula assume that the soul will not have enough money to travel back 
to its owner. If for some reason the Chamula dies before the soul is back, he will not be 
complete to leave, and that is, from the point of view of identity formation, a major 
phenomenological and existential catastrophe. 25 
 
 
 

 
 
 

This forbidden photograph of the Market in San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas, 
Mexico, was taken by Dutch photographer Henry Geurts. He is disobeying the rule 
of not taking photographs of a Chamula, who, although clearly charmed by the 
photographer, reminds him immediately about it.  

 
  

                                                 
25 All information about Chamula Indians comes from an interview with Mr. Porfirio Díaz Díaz, held in 
January 2005 in San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas, Mexico, as well as from my own visit to this village. 
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Sontag refers to such examples as well: “As everyone knows, primitive people 
fear that the camera will rob them of some part of their being”. 26 Without entering into 
the discussion of what primitive might mean for her or to whom she refers when saying 
everybody, we go further on the same page and find her quotation of Balzac’s memoir 
published by Nadar 27 in 1900. She means this quote as a contrasting example to the 
reference to ‘the primitive’, as Balzac (1799-1850) is, we assume, not considered by 
Sontag as falling under the category of primitivism. As for Nadar, he considers the 
French novelist as “a few among the greatest”, clearly far away from the ‘ignorant and 
illiterate”. Nevertheless, that did not help him to overcome his apprehension towards the 
Daguerreian operation, as Nadar explains. Balzac’s almost obsessive apprehension, 
however, did not prevent him from posing for a daguerreotype that was once in Nadar’s 
possession. Moreover, his hypothesis over the ghostly images was shared by his friends 
Gautier and Gerard de Nerval. 28  

  
 
“According to Balzac, everybody in its natural state was made up of a series of ghostly images 
superimposed in layers to infinity, wrapped in infinitesimal films … Man never having been able 
to create, that is to make something material from an apparition, from something impalpable, or to 
make from nothing, an object – each Daguerreian operation was therefore going to lay hold of, 
detach, and use up one of the layers of the body on which it focused.”  29 Hence that the body, 
with each operation, looses anew one of its spectres, that is to say, a part of his constituting 
essences. 30 
 
 
In fact, Balzac’s theory is not too far away from the Chamula beliefs. It is 

furthermore, a most remarkable theory coming from a man that would be known later as 
the father of realism in literature. Nadar refers that particularly de Nerval, who ‘swayed 
on his oriental lethargy’, sympathized with Balzac’s theory, as we are reminded by Nadar 
that ‘in the lands of the rising sun, it is forbidden to depict the image of men’. 31 He 
continues to explain furthermore how photography was mythologized in a broader 
context: “The church showed itself detached in relation to innovators, as long as they do 
not raise hell against her, and the discovery of 1842 had very suspicious aspects. This 
mystery smelled strongly like sorcery and faggot: the celestial oven had raged for much 
less. All disturbing elements were present: emanations, spells, incantations, apparitions. 
The night, so precious for miracle makers, is the only sovereign in the profound shadows 
of the black room, the chosen place of the Prince of darkness. There was virtually not 
much more required to transform our filters into filtra.” 32 Therefore, he continued, it was 

                                                 
26 Sontag, On photography, 158. My italics. 
27 Photographer, journalist and caricaturist Gaspard-Félix Tournachon (1820-1910), better known as Félix 
Nadar. He was one of the pioneers of portrait photography during the second half of the nineteenth century. 
He was a visionary of the importance of documenting the stories behind the photographs, which is why he 
wrote many of the stories behind his portraits. 
28 French writers Théophile Gautier (1811-1872), and Gérard de Nerval, alias of Gérard Labrunie (1805-
1855). 
29 Sontag, On Photography, 158. / Nadar, 10. 
30 Nadar, Quand j’etais photographe, 18. My translation from the French, 18. 
31 Ibidem, 19. My translation from the French.  
32 From the Latin filtrum, philter, magic drink/potion.  
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understandable that “even those who were admirers of the new invention, hesitated, 
uneasily and almost disconcerted.” […] “In the presence of the daguerreotype, […] not 
only the ignorant or the illiterate harboured a suspicious, almost superstitious hesitation 
towards the daguerreotype. 33 

In the same vein, and in a German context, Walter Benjamin refers, in the words 
of Max Dauthendey, to the ‘demonic nature’ of photography due to its ability to 
reproduce the human image,  

 
 
The attempts for theorization stayed highly rudimentary, and the multiple debates of the past 
century, outdated the grotesque scheme from which a chauvinist paper, the Leipziger Anzeiger, 
believed to have to set up in good time a barricade against this diabolic art coming from France: 34  

 
‘To aspire to fix the fugitive reflection, is not only impossible, as established by the solid 
German studies, but the project is in itself blasphemous. Man has been created upon the 
image of God, and the image of God cannot be fixed by any human machine. At best the 
divine artist, animated by celestial inspiration, is in the right to try, blessed 
instantaneously and with the superior order of his gift, to render the features of the Man-
God without the help of any machine.’ 35       

 
 
We may conclude then that this belief on a magical feature inspired by 

photographs has more to do with the nature of the medium rather than with ‘being 
primitive’. This unawareness might be better linked to the ‘magic’ of photography as a 
medium that has an ability to confirm presence; whose essential element is light. 
However, we should not forget, as Dutch photographer Martien Coppens posits, in 
accordance with what has just been discussed about the referent, that “photography […] 
can only part from an object that is present”. 36 He would say too, more specifically, that 
it is not just light but the relation between light and dark what produces a photograph. 37 
We would add moreover that photography, on this narrative level, is also formed by 
stories. And because these are in people’s mentalities, they interact with how people 
relate to their surrounding. Magic, as well as stories, help man cope with his ‘estar en el 
mundo’. 

 
 
Accompanying others 
 
 
In our time of digital cameras and visual pollution, where we certainly are what Sontag so 
appropriately calls ‘image junkies’, it might be difficult to empathize with such fear of 
loosing one’s soul to a photograph. But to a certain extent, we still invest parts of our self 
into such an apparently simple thing as an image on a piece of paper. Sontag correctly 
observes this when she wrote in the late seventies that “few people in this society share 
                                                 
33 Nadar, Quand j’etais photographe, 16. My translation from the French. 
34 Benjamin, ‘Petite histoire de la photographie’, 297. My translation from the French. 
35 Dauthendey, Der Geist meines Vaters, 61, in: Benjamin, ibidem, 297. My translation from the French. 
36 Coppens, Fotokunst, 9. My translation from the Dutch. 
37 Ibidem, 12. My translation from the Dutch. 



 27

the primitive dread of the cameras that comes from thinking of a photograph as a material 
part of themselves. But some trace of the magic remains: for example, in our reluctance 
to tear up or throw away the photograph of a loved one, especially of someone dead or far 
away.” 38 Another example is provided by Dutch photograph collector Auguste Grégoire, 
who used to ask people to go to their attic with the task of looking for old family 
photographs to add to his collection. After finding them, people still could not help 
feeling somehow attached to those abandoned and forgotten photographs, deciding at the 
very last moment not to give them away to Grégoire. The collector considered this an act 
of misplaced pity and nostalgia, clearly frustrated for not being able to enlarge his 
collection. However, in the context of the formation of identities, we can clearly 
understand why people do not make these pictures an active part of their daily lives but 
still cannot throw them away, as they remain an important link within the family unit. 39 

At present we can also think of this in terms of the presence we project onto 
certain photographs; for example, those photographs people carry in their wallets; or 
those of dead people that, as a token of presence, accompany the relatives after their 
loved ones are gone. Or those collections of framed photographs spread all around the 
house, anybody’s house. I am sure we all can provide examples of photographs that, 
when invested with a loved presence, become more than just a piece of paper with an 
image on it. 40 It is the presence of an absence what is so mysterious. The materialization 
of what one cannot see or grasp, namely the interior human worlds, the imaginary, the 
unconscious, the memories. That parallel world to the material world that is of utmost 
importance in the formation of a human identity. In this vein Walter Benjamin has said 
about photography that,  

 
Photography […] observes what happens. All on its own, it provides information over the 

visual unconscious, in the same way psychoanalysis provides information about the pulsional 
unconscious. The structural constructions, the cellular tissues, with which the technique and 
medicine are usually confronted –everything that is bound to the photo-machine […] At the same 
time, photography reveals in its materials the physignomonic aspects, the worlds of images that 
live within the smallest of things, that are considerably interpretable and dormant, and that have 
found refuge within awaken dreams, but that become, henceforth, rather big and formulable to 
make the difference between technique and magic visible as a complete historical variable. 41   
   
 
The next photographs are also an illustration of this quality of presence of 

photography. Both were given to the friends and family of the portrayed people at their 
memorial service. The memorial service of Izaak Henoch Siahaija, ‘Henny’ to his closed 
ones, took place on March 6, 2002, at the Dutch Reformed Church in Haulerwijk, 
Friesland, in the Netherlands. For his friends and family it became not only a symbol of a 
life that was gone, but a metaphor of the different meanings ascribed to it by the richness 
of relationships towards the photographed people, towards the topographical context, as 

                                                 
38 Sontag, On photography, 160-161. My italics. 
39 Grégoire, Het fotografisch Museum, 23-24. 
40 More on the subject of photography in relation to its relation to presence, as well as to all the elements 
intrinsic to photography discussed in these pages, such as memory and remembrance, see G. Batchen, 
Forget me Not. Photography and Remembrance.  
41 Benjamin, ‘Petite histoire de la photographie’, 300-1. My translation from the French. 
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well as towards the life context of the deceased. The following is the speech at Henny’s 
memorial service 

 
 

        
 
 
 

We want to start with a poem by Bram Vermeulen: 42 
 
 

En als ik dood ga    And if I die      
Huil maar niet     Do not cry      
Ik ben niet echt dood moet je weten   You have to know that I am not dead   
‘t is maar een lichaam    It is just a body      
Dat ik achterliet     That I leave behind    
Dood ben ik pas     I am only dead    
Als jij me bent vergeten    If you forget me   
 
 

We will not forget you. Many will remember you as the man who meant so much for our tennis 
association, who was always there for everybody. Every tournament, every celebration. The  
Indonesian snacks full with flavor. Henny behind the bar or with a beer at the bar. Always willing 
to buy a round of drinks. The tennis player. The virtuoso dancer, the swaying service, de 
stopvolleys, de forehand with which you swung devastatingly. It is difficult to think of Bedum 
Lawn Tennis Club without you. 

                                                 
42 Fragment from one of the songs in the CD Voltooid Verleden Tijd, reproduced in a poster as publicity to 
one of his concerts. My translation from the Dutch. 
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You were a grateful man, emotional, caring, a friend. For us there are more memories. 
Your 65 birthday. Together with some friends we organized a dinner for you and the children at 
the hotel ‘t Gemeentehuis. It was a great evening, which you enjoyed intensely. As friends, we 
made the appointment to make a tradition out of this dinner. Unfortunately, we could only repeat it 
once. 

Almost two years ago, you had to undergo a lung operation. You were then already 
seriously considering the possibility that you could die. One of these days could be your last 
enjoyable evening. The following Sunday you came to Coevorden, where we played a couple 
tournament. When you left, you had just played in August your favorite tournament in Ten Boer. 
Six games in one weekend. 

In October, we took you to Schipol airport. Your long cherished wish was to go for a 
longer period back to your country of origin, Indonesia. But, sooner than expected, you came 
already back for Christmas. You were sick and very rapidly it appeared that it was serious. You 
were first looked after by Rick [son] en Suzan [daughter in law], and later Fred [son in law] and 
Jati [daughter]. They cared for you lovingly and all your friends and acquaintances were welcome 
to cheer you up. But on Sunday 17 came the terrible message that Jati had been killed in an 
accident. 

You spent the last week and a half in a nursing home. This difficult week had also some 
very moving moments. We will never forget the image of you together with your granddaughter 
Jeli last Wednesday. Although you were almost not awake anymore, you were then clear all the 
time. With Jeli by your side in your bed, protecting her with your left hand. Jeli kissed you and 
you kissed Jeli. A life that just begins and a life that almost ends.   

We could stay with you the night from Thursday to Friday. That was good for us. Rick 
had taken that day the photo of you at the Borobudur. That night our thoughts were often deviated 
to that unforgettable trip to Indonesia in 1995, when the photo was taken. You showed us then a 
part of your beautiful country of origin. And we also experienced then how caring you were. 

Some time ago, we received a card from you. It shows how we communicated in the last 
weeks with each other. 

 
 

Een blik      A moment     
Een woord     A word      
Een stille wenk     A silent indication    
Elkaar zo te kennen    To know each other in that way   
is een kostbaar geschenk    Is a valuable gift     
 
Henny is naar Jati toe,   Henny has gone to Jati,    
Hen een goede reis    A good trip to both of them   
‘Slamat Jalan Papak’  43   ‘Slamat Jalan Papak’ 

 
 
From this memorial service speech written by his friend, we learn that the 

photograph was not just any picture. It has been a reference to the farewell trip of Henny 
Siahaija to his country of origin. It was also used during his illness to share with his 
friends this emotional trip, and it was brought by his son to re-live the trip, as a sort of 
spiritual medicine to help his father cope with the physical pain he was suffering. The 
photograph was also meaningful for his son then, representing better times with his 
father, but it became even more emotionally charged when it was offered to friends and 
family as a symbolical presence. It is currently displayed at the entrance wall of his son’s 
house. 

                                                 
43 My translation from the Dutch. 
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The second photograph is of Melati de Boer-Siahaija, Jati for her closest friends 
and family. She was a friend, a sister, a sister in law, and among other things, Henny’s 
daughter. The photograph was taken on her wedding day and it was finally used to 
comfort those who miss her. Both photographs are related in meaning, as both share a 
significance to family and friends; though their saddest connection is that of death. 
However, before becoming a sort of praying print, the photographs are a visual metaphor 
of the message at Henny’s service; namely, that one only dies if people forget. 44 And the 
photographs stay, to help us remember.  
 
 
 
Two sides of a coin.  
 
 
‘To be or not to be, that is the question’. The process of self-definition is indeed of the 
utmost importance to a human being, as it constitutes our identity. The contrary would be 
not-being, a very much feared state because it means our psychological death. We are, 
from the very first moment of birth, engaged in the process of self-differentiation. There 
are turning points in this process, like when the child discovers that the mother is another 
being, or when he discovers his own image in the mirror. And photography is a powerful 
tool for the reaffirmation of the self. Yet the search for a self is intrinsically linked to the 
meeting of the other. Sometimes, in the search for differentiation and self-definition we 
engage in radical solutions or panicked attempts. It is from these moments that 
ethnocentrism, racism, nationalism, solipsism … emerge. The other is feared because it is 
unknown and out of our control, and every time our sense of self is threatened, we 
experience a crisis. It is, paradoxically, this crisis that can put us in the position of 
“listening to the Other, the others, [as this] means to enhance the own spiritual 
dimension; this is, to put it in relation.” 45 Thus, we also find others in our photographs. 
However, being significant others, sometimes they just become an augmentation of the 
self. But it is this dynamic relation between self and other that marks our way of relating 
to reality. And we will see it present in our way of representing both ourselves and the 
world around us. That is why, when looking at photographs, we are always witnessing 
this relation.  

But the others are not just a threat to the self, they can also reaffirm it by contrast. 
We photograph alterity precisely because of its difference. Because it contrasts with 
similarity alterity catches our attention. When we find something ‘normal’, ‘ordinary’, or 
‘familiar’; we loose our amazement for it, and it is then that we need the flavour of the 
other that will give us back our value of the self. In this sense, it is this ‘relation’ between 
both that gives us a balanced posture. Moreover, sometimes the others are ‘eaten’ by the 
self, in the sense of appropriation. We witness something that is different and we are 
attracted to that difference. However, sometimes we experience this alterity in such a way 
that we alienate it. The other disappears, it is romanticized, idealized. We want to have an 

                                                 
44 The photographs were scanned from the cover of the albums put together by Suzan Siahaija with the 
mourning cards sent by friends to Henny’s family.    
45 Glissant, Introducción a una poética de lo diverso, 46. My translation from the Spanish. 
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other that we can handle and that does not threaten our safe sense of self, so we project 
on it elements that will make it controllable, whether they exist or not.  

It is in this sense that photography as a romantic view of reality can be a 
dangerous tool in illustrating true reality, because if we consider the world out of 
ourselves an other, it is susceptible to being idealized and imbued with elements of the 
self. Photographs are effective tools for doing so. This is what Sontag refers to when she 
poses that “notwithstanding the declared aims of indiscreet, unposed, often harsh 
photography to reveal truth, not beauty, photography still beautifies”. 46 Hence, a 
photograph, used as a tool for authenticating something, should always be immersed in 
its context; and this context should be taken into consideration, particularly in relation to 
scientific, documenting photography. When making choices, the photographer makes his 
own proposal for viewing reality. When he idealizes it, he tries to make it inoffensive, 
non-defiant. It serves so to the demarcation of identity. Confrontation, given by 
difference, threatens the self-image, and is therefore mostly rejected. However, 
sometimes this romanticization is done consciously and with premeditation, which is the 
case of the mass media and the advertising machinery that manipulate reality and 
photographs to serve their specific commercial and indoctrinating purposes.  

Tourist photography fits perfectly within this romantic idealized representation of 
reality. However, sometimes we ourselves become the alterity because photography 
grants us a meta-view; we are then both observers as well as objects of observation. But 
let’s not forget that in the end, we are always tourists in the terrains of the alterity, as 
much of the ethnographic photographs made during the nineteenth century very well 
illustrate. “Like the stuffed elephants and tigers, the photographs of exotic people were 
accepted without difficulty as trustworthy depictions of a distant reality”. 47 If we think of 
the dynamics between the self and the other, it is not surprising that photography 
mirrored the European ethnocentrism, judging another culture by the standards of the 
own culture. Anthropometric photography emerged from this posture; namely, as a tool 
to try to measure racial characteristics from the standards of the European culture. This 
sort of photography has been highly criticized and condemned; however, it would prove 
still valuable in today’s context when taken as a metaphor of other sorts of encounters 
with the other.   

Another good example of this relation between the truthfulness of photography 
and the process of romanticization can be given by what a British officer, around mid-
nineteenth century, said over war images published at the Illustrated London News, “The 
pictures in the Illustrated of the charge of our Cavalry, and indeed of all fights, must be 
drawn in London; they are as unlike reality as possible […] Everything seems to be 
carried out in the quietest and most gentlemanlike manner, very little smoke, no dust and 
very little noise […]”. 48 People expect and demand from photography the mentioned 
documenting function that is based upon its potential for providing truth. Therefore, this 
English officer, who had experienced the real event, could not be but disappointed at 
what photography had to offer, particularly as the choice of the photographer was 
coloured, intentionally or not, by a beautification of war. 

                                                 
46 Sontag, On photography, 102. 
47 Roodenburg, De Bril van Anceaux, 12. My translation from the Dutch. 
48 Quotation from L. James, Crimea, 1854-1856. Taken from Hubertus von Amelunxen, The Century’s 
Memorial. Photography and the recording of History, in: Frizot, A new history of photography, 137.  
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Picturesque was another word depicting this process of romanticization of reality 
in the late nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. About the word 
picturesque Charles H. Caffin said in 1901 that “pictorial is intelligible; it is the picture 
equivalent for actual facts, but the suffix esque puts the idea into the category of kind of; 
not pictorial, but kind o’so. It represents that quality of mind which cannot find a pictorial 
motive in a building unless decay has settled down upon it, in a human being unless 
clothed in some unfamiliar costume”. 49 This was already illustrated in the last half of the 
former century when referring to the siege of 1870 and the Commune of 1871 in Paris. 
They were put together in the publication of one hundred views of the Ruins of Paris 
“[…] and later appeared as postcards: the Grandiose, strange, picturesque ruin was 
sometimes the pretext for an aesthetic approach.”  50  

Therefore, due to this process of idealization, we should ask not merely the 
question about why certain things are not photographed at all, but also why. We read for 
instance, about photographs of farmers from the Kempen region in the Dutch province 
North-Brabant that “the artistic optics was clearly determinant and normative in the 
choice of the photographed objects and scenes. Nothing was photographed that did not 
satisfy the ‘pastoral purity’. So it is remarkable that in the photo collection there are no 
modern acquisitions in terms of architecture or technique of this period, and that recently 
adopted economical activities are not appointed.” 51 This idealization however, is not 
only made by photographers, but by the subjects themselves: people want to be 
photographed ‘at their best’. Therefore, we encounter people like the old farmers from 
the Kempen, who still right up to 1989 refuse to be photographed in their ordinary 
Monday-to-Friday-working clothes. 52 Even today, this phenomenon holds true: people 
still pose for the photos; they try to make themselves ‘presentable’. They want to be seen 
in a certain way, and this way of presenting themselves tells us about the values of the 
context in which they are immersed. 

As for the historical truth, it is worth mentioning the very famous case of 
“photographer Eugéne Appert, [who] made use of “tricks of photomontage”. He had 
made people pose or re-enact what had happened in the settings where the event had 
taken place. “The images produced aim[ed] at reproducing the truth, but [were] often 
tendentious”. 53 This same photographer, on account of the series Crimes de la Commune 
had, “with official permission from the Thiers government, taken photographs of 
captured communards and of executions carried out by both sides, which he used to make 
montages. […] Heads were cut out of pictures, added to bodies obtained by 
photographing people in costume acting as models, and fitted into a specially constructed 
setting. The picture created was then sold as a genuine image. Events were reconstructed 
and faked for propaganda purposes. In these “photographs’, as Armand Dayot remarked, 
looking back to 1901, historical truth was sacrificed to the picturesque”. 54  

So much for the documenting feature of photography and its intrinsic ability to 
depict the truth. We can say then, that objectivity is actually a deadfall we should try to 
                                                 
49 Caffin, ‘Photography as a Fine Art.’ 
50 Petitjean, ‘The Paris Commune’, in: Frizot, A new history of photography, 146.  
51 Van der Heijden & Rooijakkers, Kempische boeren en Vlaamse vissers, 13-14. My translation from the 
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52 Ibidem, 34. My translation from the Dutch. 
53 Petitjean, ibidem. My translation from the Dutch. 
54 Frizot, ibidem, 145. 
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avoid. After all, the observed phenomenon changes precisely by the fact of being 
observed. Moreover, “the perceived object needs an observer to appear” and “it is always 
the observer who makes the distinctions”. 55 Thus, we have seen that the quality ascribed 
to photography in relationship to providing us with something real, has led to confusion 
between two logical levels: the level of the imprint of the real, the noeme; and the one of 
the representations of this real presence. The latter can and is filtered by the observer’s 
perceptions and decisions, which in turn are coloured by the observer’s own cultural 
background. The change in vantage point literally leads to other perspectives, and this 
demonstrates that each and every one of the perceived perspectives is just one among 
many. It shows the moving nature that lies at the heart of perspective, which presents 
itself as a concept of movement in opposition to a static way of seeing and of immobility. 
Perspectives can only be acquired by changing our vantage points. Moreover, this 
conceptual confusion translates into language, and therefore when we hear that 
photography authenticates, or that it is real, we cannot understand to which level of 
approach people are referring. Sometimes the distinction is intuitively made in either 
direction, but because it is not clearly specified, it leads to what seems as contradicting 
facts and paradoxical statements.                                                                
 
 
 
Reflections in the mirror 

 
 

That the exotic has in its core the quality of reaffirming the self by contrast is clear.  
However, other critical moments within the development of man’s identity are of course 
those who enhance the individual’s sense of self; and these are given by recognition, both 
in an individual as in a collective process of differentiation and definition. We find how 
this can be seen in relationship to photography when Swinnen 56, in his critical history of 
photography,  refers to three stadiums in the history of men: 1) when he did not know his 
own mirror image, 2) when Narcissus discovered his reflection, and 3) when men 
discovered photography. For him these three steps speak of a process through time. 
However, number one could be considered just a first stage in the formation of an 
identity, the static point of departure. The other two are actually the change agents that 
provide this identity, and they are active and promote movement. In this sense we could 
say, more precisely, that after the mirror (Narcissus), the second more important 
discovery of self projection in the defining process of the self, is not yet photography but 
the camera obscura in the eighteenth century. Then a third one would be the merge of 
optics (camera obscura) and chemistry (the light sensitivity of silver salts). This last 
discovery was of particular importance as it meant that the reflected image could 
suddenly be retained. Daguerre with its daguerreotypes or Talbot’s invention, the 
calotype, 57 made the paper became a paper with memory, giving place to the 
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photograph. We could go further in this logic and add a fourth moment: when film came 
to the scene adding movement and sound through time. And so far we would be already 
stepping into the terrains of virtual reality. 

But going back to the first step in the discovery of our own mirror reflection, I 
will call upon an archetypical process through what I consider to be my first awareness 
over the distinction between myself and my reflection. I remember a set of drawers with 
mirror covers at my grandparent’s dinning room. Being those at my less than a meter 
perception level at that time, unusual for mirrors, I used to spend time in front of them 
watching at my reflection. When staring at it, I liked thinking that I was real and the other 
was just a reflection of myself. It was ‘I’ who had a life and could move and do things in 
the world that was out of the frame of the mirrors, while the reflection was just 
condemned to exist only when and if I appeared. I was the positive and the other was the 
negative. With horror, during one of these visits to the mirror, it occurred to me that 
maybe it was actually the other who had a life, who was real, and who therefore thought 
that I was her reflection; that I did not exist away from the mirror. Comforted by the 
knowledge that I did not cease to also have an existence while not being in frame, I came 
to the conclusion that we both could actually be real and fake, that reality and its 
duplicity depended just on the frame of reference; that is, depending on what side of the 
mirror you were watching from. The mirror became just the borderline between two 
worlds; that of the self and that of the other. 

Our divided self fluctuates precisely between these two worlds, between what is 
familiar and what is exotic; and photographs, that are never neutral carriers of 
information, reflect this. And the dynamism of their interaction is once again what gives 
place to a new dimension, in the same way the relation between optics and chemistry 
gave place to photography. Photographer Lisette Model illustrates this dynamic relation 
when she says that, “the camera is an instrument of detection. We photograph not only 
what we know but also what we don’t know. A moment is caught that was and never will 
be again –and lives on in the picture”. 58 

 
 
 

Temporality and death 
 
 

Here we enter in touch with another concept closely related to photography: temporality. 
We cannot avoid thinking of time when reflecting upon the photographic magic, as it is 
precisely this concept what invests the capture of an image with its magic. A photograph 
is seen in the present but it is always about an already gone past, long or immediate. Even 
though it is also the core of all processes, time is experienced as a fierce destructive force 
that destroys everything as it passes. Tempus edax rerum, or time that devours all things. 
We are engaged permanently in staying alive, as we have discussed before in relation to 
identity. Nothing illustrates it better than our cult of the immortality of the body as the 
archetypical fight par excellence.  
                                                                                                                                                 
treated paper to the negative one could get a positive. The one characteristic that makes this technique so 
original is the intermediary function of the negative. 
58 Weinberg, From the heart, 45. 
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Photography acts like a counterforce to this tempus fugit, to this time that flies 
away. It does so by working as a time machine that enables us to travel back in time, 
helping us in that way, to deal with the consciousness of our mortality. It works as a 
consolation of the evanescence of our presence in this world. Telling example is the short 
but comprehensive phrase stated on a pair of portraits of the Gozzadini family painted at 
Bologna in about 1485: ‘in order that our features may survive’. They are both portraits, 
of a man and a woman, and as such, they intend to make a commemoration of the two 
portrayed people. At this time, the function of portrayal was done by painting due to the 
absence of a better medium, and was later taken over by photography thanks to its literal 
ability of working with reality. This function, as such, remains unaltered as the need for it 
is always the same, namely, the need for acknowledging self identity as well as to 
conquer time, and with it a piece of immortality. Contrary to what has been sometimes 
stated, it is not that photography came to liberate painting from this documentation of 
what has been present, which painting cannot achieve; but that the already existing need 
for doing so was finally met with the arrival of photography. Painter Albrecht Dürer was 
very clear of this need of portraiture when he said that, “it preserves the likenesses of a 
man after his deaths”.59 With the same idea, and justifying his need for a portrait, his 
patron, Maximilian I, once said: “He who during his lifetime provides no remembrance 
for himself after his death … is forgotten with his passing bell, and therefore the money 
that I spend on my remembrance is in no way lost”. 60 

It is true that a photograph is always dealing with past moments, but in another 
sense, a photograph is always a captured image of something that was in its most 
presentness at the time of being captured. It occurs, it unfolds, it exists … and then it 
becomes past. Photography captures this fleeting moment and we are then left with the 
relic of this gone present. It is in this sense that the photograph is a marker and a 
corroboration of that present, even in those photographs that were not done as fast as the 
ones we are now used to. To this feature of photography essayist Walter Benjamin 
referred to when he wrote that a medium was born which possessed an “essential quality 
of the present”. 61  

At the beginning photographing implied a process determined by the exposure 
time, and that meant that the sitters had to ‘stand still’ while it took place. This was the 
emergence of the most unnatural state of being: the pose, which remains present up to 
now in every photograph where the subject is aware of the camera. The pose is an 
attempt to freeze reality, to keep it still, unchanged, exactly as how it is not. In the past it 
was a longer ritual undergone that would give us our double as a result. And this double 
could be touched, and kept, and collected, and shown to others. Moreover, this double 
could be prepared or theatricalized, depending on the exposure time, which is something 
that makes us think again when reflecting upon the veracity of images. 

“All photographs are memento mori”, says Sontag, “To take a photograph is to 
participate in another person’s (or thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability”. 62 This 
points out to temporality within the context of a human life span, which most certainly 
will end up in death. Men are the only creatures to be aware of their own ending, which 
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makes them try to fight it at all times. Life is an eternal self-definition against death. This 
is maybe why identity seems to be something that has to be renewed constantly, or 
reaffirmed constantly, as if it was something so fragile, something that could never be 
guaranteed. It may be so because life is dynamic, and thus identity is dynamic too. 
Taking photographs is an aid in man’s attempts to renew identity. We make a picture of 
those things that we perceive as ephemeral, but as we know, to a human being everything 
is just perceived so because we are temporary. We are all just passing by, and as 
mentioned before, there is no more acute blow against the self than the certainty of its 
own mortality. The physicality of a photograph, however, can outlive us. And upon its 
immortality we build ours. But a photograph also reconnects us with the past, as when we 
hold a picture in our hands we can fantasize with the illusion of grabbing this past 
between our fingers. It does not matter whether this past is a distant one or an immediate 
one because a photograph, as soon as it is taken, becomes past anyway. It has an inherent 
nature for alterity, not just because it turns ourselves into an other, but because we exist 
in the present: we are the present and the past is the other.  

Photographs are thus the liminal magical object that connects past and present. At 
the same time, they are evanescence, velocity of the unique event in time that escapes 
from our hands like water. It gives us a sense of eternity through this continuity between 
present and past. Or through the permanence given by an inclusion in an historical line 
that starts behind the actual moment and that has then the potential to last after we are 
gone. It makes us feel we belong to something bigger than the lasting of our life span, 
and it connects us in a trans-generational way with the others of other times. Photographs 
are then just like fossils, frozen sculptures of time that capture what existed. And as we 
have seen with the unfolding of the different layers of our photography of the Gentleman 
with the big cravat, photographs have more than one narrative to read. 

In this vein of immortality Barthes says about a photograph that “photography is a 
kind of primitive theater, a kind of Tableaux Vivant, a figuration of the motionless and 
made-up face beneath which we see the death.” 63 This is because of photography’s 
immediate turning into past. As soon as it is made, it is finished, dead. Photography is 
related to death but therefore also to time, as we have seen. It is death in strong relation to 
the ephemeral, to what passes by, what is lost; but even more, to what we experience as 
disappearing. I make a photo of you because I know I am loosing you as we speak; that 
as time goes by, you are not anymore who you were when I made the photograph. To 
confirm this we can just ask any parent, whose child’s development unfolds so fast in the 
first years that parents make a photograph of every significant change because they are 
aware that their son or daughter will very soon change, be different.  

And in this sense we are confronted not only to the death of others, as Sontag 
says, but this death of the others stands as a reminder of our own. Perhaps it is here where 
the urgency to make the past as immediate as possible emerges. In here lies one of the 
reasons for the success of the phenomenon of digital cameras, which provide a feeling of 
presentness; although this remains of course just a fallacy whereas at its core a 
photograph remains always an image of the past. It is a comforting illusion though. And 
it is in this sense too, that with photographs we are always dealing with ourselves as 
others, the ones we are not anymore, the ones we have been. Although it is precisely this 
distancing from ourselves what provides us with the possibility of self-reflection. This 
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alienation from our image is charmingly illustrated by the following anecdote by Nadar, 
from the time ‘when he was a photographer’: 

 
 

Two gentlemen from the countryside came together to pose and came together to look at 
their photos. 

  As customary, my assistant gave each one the photo of the other. 
 Separately they both stood still and silent, inclined over the prints for a while … 

I came between them. “So gentlemen, are you satisfied? Have you made a choice? 
They both acknowledged their satisfaction. 

 
‘But’, observes one timidly, ‘I thought … that I had no moustache …’ 
I looked at the portrait, looked at the man, looked at his friend …  
Each one of them was holding the portrait of the other –and recognized himself in it!!! 64 

 
 
In the same vein of the aforementioned dissociation from ourselves, is the lucid 

reflection made by Suzan Siahaija when she was looking at her album of childhood 
photographs, “It is weird for me that I see this child or baby, and that I know that it is me 
because my mother told me, or because it is in my album and it has my name on it. Other 
than that, for me it is like looking at somebody else. That baby is really like a complete 
stranger … and it is me!”  
 
  
 
The voice of singularity 
 
 
In his Camera Lucida Barthes pronounced himself disillusioned by photography because 
no matter how much he searched in photographs for the “ser en el mundo” of his 
deceased mother, he kept on finding only her “estar en el mundo”. He yearned for the 
whole, while only finding fragments of it in the different photographs of her. Even so, he 
agreed to the authentication of her existence, as photography can very well do. However, 
“these same photographs, which phenomenology would call ‘ordinary’ objects, were 
merely analogical, provoking only her identity, not her truth; [while] the Winter Garden 
Photograph was indeed essential, [because it achieved], utopically, the impossible 
science of the unique being.” 65 He battles between the descriptive attribute of a 
photograph, or the “voice of banality”; and that of association, or what he calls “the voice 
of singularity”; given by an emotion and knowledge of the person that he and only he 
possessed. 
  Within this frame, Barthes was also worried about the loss of the stories behind 
the photographs, which provide them with new meanings. Once again, banality against 
singularity. He feared they would be gone forever after he himself was gone. While for 
the photograph as a tangible piece of paper there was hope; for the stories the future was 
not so auspicious, and with it the future of the ‘voice of singularity’. There would be no 
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witness to this voice, nobody to reinvent it, and nobody to whom it would have a personal 
significance. He knew that the usual approaches to photography were not enough to cover 
this need. Somehow, with this, he was already positing the need of an innovative 
approach to photography, one where there would be space for the discussion of the 
narratives behind the image; not only those that are visible, but those that are linked only 
to oral tradition. He is aware of the need of stories, and of how these, at a certain 
perceptual level, become part of the photograph itself. He knows that the only solutions 
to this are the stories themselves, and so he proceeded to write the story behind the 
Winter Garden Photograph. 
 Moreover, if we reflect upon his Camera Lucida in the context of Barthes’ own 
personal narrative, coloured by the recent death of his mother at the moment of writing, 
we cannot help to see his interest in permanence as some sort of personal exorcism for 
death, both hers and that of himself. He desperately wants to find her back in the 
photographs, but not succeeding, he decides to immortalize her in his writings. That is 
why he relates photographs with resurrection, and stories with photography. And it is true 
that photography deals with death, with moments lost; but simultaneously it has to do 
with life and permanence in the sense that it freezes a moment of reality that otherwise 
would be lost for ever. It would be depending strictly on human memory, which unless 
written or repeatedly revived, it is condemned to be lost, in the sense of the reaffirmation 
of memories through the act of repetition. A photograph thus can very well work as a 
door towards memories, upgrading stories and emotions. Barthes knows that the 
photograph needs the story behind it to access its ‘voice of singularity’, so he becomes 
the storyteller. This makes his last book a lieux de memoire, where he tricks death and 
succeeds in getting maybe not a real resurrection, but a symbolical rebirth of his 
significant other in the reader’s imaginary by means of his main character: a photograph. 
In this respect, Tzvetan Todorov, the Bulgarian-French humanist, during one of his 
conversations with Catherin Portevin, remembers an encounter with Barthes:  
 

The last words I heard from [Roland Barthes], few weeks before his death, shared that spirit [of 
irony he had towards his own constructions]. La Chambre Claire had just been published, where 
among complex considerations about the photographic practice, there were twenty pages about his 
mother’s death. Moving love pages, as one can only find among certain modest authors […] I ran 
into Barthes in a party at Francois Flahault’s home and I told him that it was these pages from his 
book, which had truly touched me. He answered: “You very well know, my dear Tzvetan, that the 
book exists only because of them. The rest …”  66 
 

 
 Photographer Martin Coppens appropriately states this mentioned quality of 
representation of the visual medium when he poses that “photography is not as bound to 
reality as people think.” 67 Photographs are then just ‘reminders’ of reality, and this 
reality passes by whispering our temporality to our ears. There is no real reality, but only 
representations of the real. In this sense documenting photography, as we have seen, is 
somewhat fragile in proving anything when placed out of a broader context. In a 
photograph “each light and shadow work is possible, so that a similar object has not one 
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but countless faces”, 68 says Coppens, “the artistic meaning of photography lies in the 
personal set up of light and dark”. 69 We would put an accent on the word personal and 
we would say moreover that this choice is applicable to all photographers in general; not 
only in relation to light and dark, but in relation to the frame they choose to photograph, 
the subject, the vantage point, the timing, etc. Photography is always, first of all, a 
photographer’s choice, and this fact impregnates all photographs with the photographer’s 
presence. A photograph is thus never about an isolated absolute on paper, but a subjective 
personal representation. 

If we are lucky, we might find like Barthes, our Winter Garden Photography of 
the loved one we are longing for. This happened to Mrs. Agnes Schorn, a ninety-four 
German-Dutch lady living in Venray, the Dutch province of Limburg, who asked her 
grandson for a photograph of his father (her deceased son) and referred to the image as 
being ‘exactly like him’, when she received it. Fortunately, for her the image on the paper 
did have that gesture she could recognize. Mrs. Elizabeth Barrett, who wrote in 1843 in a 
letter to Mrs. Mary Russel Mitford, expresses pretty much the same relationship to 
photography: I long to have such a memorial of every being dear to me in the world. It is 
not merely the likeness that is precious in such cases –but the association and the sense of 
nearness involved in the thing … the fact of the very shadow of the person lying there 
fixed forever! It is the very sanctification of portraits I think –and it is not at all 
monstrous in me to say, […] that I would rather have such a memorial of one I dearly 
loved, than the noblest artist’s work ever produced”. 70 In this same vein is that Dutch 
painter Vincent van Gogh makes a comment to his brother Theo in one of his many 
letters to him in reference to his disapproval of a carte-de-visite portrait of their mother: 
“I am working on a portrait of Mother, because the black-and-white photograph annous 
me so. Ah, what portraits could be made from nature with photography and painting! I 
always hope that we are still to have a great revolution on portraiture. I am writing home 
for Father’s portrait also. I do not want to have black photographs, but I do want to have a 
portrait”.71 

Not being so lucky, we might otherwise have a collection of gestures of the one 
we love in a photo album, which might give us the resemblance to that human being who 
once existed and who we love. Alternatively, we might aid ourselves by imagination, 
making use of the repertoire of internal images that are there ready to help us remember. 
And even better, if we happen to access the story behind the photograph, we will access 
then a new dimension of meanings. Here, and going back to our very first photograph, is 
that we will solve the mystery of our Gentleman with the big cravat. We can only do so, 
however, by accessing the dimension of the stories, and that of the stories within the 
stories.  
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Personalities 
 
 
Meanings and stories 

 
 

By telling the story of the Gentleman with the big cravat, I intend to reflect on the fact 
that our experience of a photograph can change dramatically when we know the story, or 
stories behind it. This is why, contrary to what has been considered in relation to 
photography as an image isolated from narrative, efforts are sometimes done to try not 
only to access the narratives behind the images, but also to save them. Nadar has been a 
pioneer in this sense, and photo-journalism has followed his example. However, the 
preservation of stories has actively been taken care of mostly by oral tradition. On the 
other hand, we are all familiar with the fact that photographs are presented in galleries or 
books just as images. We observe that in the remarkably small interest given to text in 
most photography books. To a great extent, there is a short prologue-essay that refers to 
the presented photographs. It does not have a standard line of content, so it is often an 
explanation of the publisher’s reasons for the selection. Sometimes it is written by a 
renowned writer, and on counted occasions we find that it is a photographer or a curator 
who does the writing, as it is the case of the Dutch photographer Martin Coppens or the 
American photographer and curator John Szarkowsky, among few other examples.   

“Photography has never been successful at narrative […], says Szarkowsky. 
Photographs “give the feeling of a sight, whereas they leave behind the meaning of the 
story”. 72 Pages and pages of images with no texts are offered in the field of photography, 
demanding that we look at them just aesthetically, as diagrammatic visual bi-dimensional 
objects. However, there is definitely a need for stories, both telling and listening to them. 
And it is here where photography, as above mentioned, is attached to oral tradition. This 
is a dimension of the images that can only be told by people who were also there, in 
terms of Barthes’ presence of the referent. In this sense we have another level of 
perception of photographs that is like that of scripts, which work as detonators in 
human’s imaginary; either individual imaginaries, or collective ones.  

The story of the old photograph in question, that of the Gentleman with the big 
cravat, starts for me when it came out years ago from the drawer of my own grandmother 
in Mexico City, together with other family pictures. José Moreno Dártiz, my grandfather, 
is our gentleman’s friend to whom the photograph of our gentleman was dedicated.  
Because of our family relationship, he is of first importance in the context of my own 
personal family narrative. About him I can say he was a tall man who used to work in the 
biggest Mexican oil company, that he was called ‘Pepe’ by his family, that he 
ornamented huge and colorful Christmas trees, that he built and installed a swing in the 
middle of my bedroom, that he painted with Indian ink on a larger scale images he copied 
from the back of match boxes, that he loved base ball matches and chess, that he would 
take me to walk from antique shop to antique shop in search for a specific book, that he 
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smoked ‘alas’ cigarettes … and among many other things, that he was a friend to J. 
Menendez, our Gentleman with the big cravat.  

So when we see the photograph of José Moreno Dartiz, after knowing some of the 
stories in which he participates, our experience of the photograph is different from the 
one we would have if we had seen it without any knowledge of the narratives behind it. It 
is not anymore a portrait among millions of others; it already has acquired different 
meanings for us. It is, first of all, the picture of the friend of our Gentleman with the big 
cravat, and that invests his image already with another meaning. Moreover, in the story 
within the story, he is also the man from two paragraphs behind, of whom we already 
have an internal image: we know for instance, that he was a grandfather, that one of his 
granddaughters remembers him, or that he painted. With it, he is not just imaginary 
anymore, we do not have to invent him; he has acquired a face … and a story.  

 
 

 
 
 

These stories will enable us to begin to grasp the different layers in meaning this 
photograph has. Pepe belongs to one of the layers of meanings of the photograph of the 
Gentleman with the big cravat. Together and thanks to his elegant friend, he is also a part 
of this story, and by being so, I am also a part of it not only because I am writing about it 
but because I am in it. It refers to me by my name. I am literally named by it. This gives 
another meaning to this book already, and with the presence of the former photograph, it 
becomes a symbolical photo album.  

But the object we observe starts living again when we enter into contact with it, as 
we shall see. When showing the picture of the Gentleman with the big cravat to my 
father, Faustino Peñaloza, he recognized the character in it: “He is el Señor del corbatón, 
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the Gentleman with the big cravat!” he said. He also knew that he was a legendary 
Mexican lawyer who used to work for people who could not afford legal help, and 
became famous for it, not to mention that he used to win all his litigations. Pepe had told 
him the story of their friendship, but he was surprised to find a photograph that would be 
a ‘proof’ or visualization of this story. The photograph then became a certification of a 
bond, a concrete object, a relic of it. And when we had it in our hands, it felt like holding 
that bond. It had the same magic as finding that place that only existed in our 
imagination. And to our amazement, we can even be in it. The photograph, with its strong 
power of evocation, in the literal sense of vocare, to call up, to bring out; had awakened 
in him the memories of their conversations. 

The fact that an object can be directly awakened by the mere fact of somebody 
looking at it is shown by the following account. Intrigued by the just acquired 
confirmation that this gentleman from his recalled story really had existed, my father 
asked one of his brothers if he happened to know anything about a certain legendary 
lawyer G. or J. Mendez. His brother then corrected him and corroborated that he was 
indeed a renowned character and that he was called José, so the letter on the photograph 
was a J and not a G, as I had first wrongly interpreted. He did not know more than that 
however. Even more intrigued, my father felt motivated to start then a small research of 
his own and to his astonishment, he found him in the Mexican Encyclopedia. He turned 
out to be not only part of the oral collective memory but of the official one as well. There, 
our gentleman was referred to as “José Miguel Angel Menendez, born in Santa María de 
Luanco, Spain, in 1876. He had died in Mexico City in 1959 at the age of eighty-three. 
He had arrived in Mexico in 1889 and had held minor jobs in Veracruz and San Juan 
Bautista, Villa Hermosa. He was eventually rooted in Mexico City, where, without being 
a lawyer, he worked as a defending counsel, mostly for people with a low income. He 
was known as El hombre del corbatón [or the Gentleman with the big cravat], because 
after 1916, he wore a black tie of big dimensions”. 73 

Glancing through the Millennium Encyclopedia, where my father himself can be 
found, and still intrigued by our legendary Gentleman with the big cravat, he discovered 
some further information. To his astonishment, he found him again, but this time in the 
second volume of the mentioned encyclopedia. There he learned his other second name: 
Fernandez. This Encyclopedia reported again the same place of birth and death, and that 
he was a lawyer. “Known everywhere as El hombre del corbatón, he came to México in 
1889 and after practicing some judicial functions in San Juan Bautista (today Villa 
Hermosa) and Veracruz, he established himself in the capital city. He was a defending 
counsel for the Popular Jury.” 74 So far it seems to be a mystery whether he was or not 
officially a lawyer, but what seems to be a fact is that he did have a practice as such and 
that his successful career granted him the fame as a legend among the public. 

This knowledge of the narrative behind a photograph helps us to understand the 
context of the image and in doing so, the meaning and thus our experience of it, changes. 
We have seen as well that as long as a photograph remains in touch with human 
experience, it keeps on being susceptible to new layers of meaning. And every layer 
offers its own story. This is also a good example of how the observed subject/object is 
transformed by the sole fact of observing it. We are therefore witness to how a 
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photograph can and does resurrect. Together with the information from the oral and the 
written sources, we see that just like visual ones, they do not provide always with 
credible information as they are all subjected to human interpretation. In this case, from 
the contextualization we see for instance, that the fame of our gentleman made him a 
lawyer in people’s collective memory, not being important if he was officially a lawyer 
or not. Our mythic character himself is subjected to the investment with meanings 
through time by the human group with which he interacted. Furthermore, it remains open 
to those meanings as we speak. 

 
 
 

Unexpected appearance 
 
 

When talking to people in Mexico, I realized that our Gentleman with the big cravat is 
still remembered as that legendary, elegant figure that helped others. But later on, in a 
visit to the National Library of Mexico city, Jose Menendez’s name turned up after 
typing it in the catalogue search machine. I was expecting maybe a reference, in the best 
of the cases, but to my surprise I got a book of his authorship, Memorias de ‘El 
Corbatón’; and my surprise was even greater when I realized that I had in my hands our 
gentleman’s own version of his story! As if he had come to tell it, he emerged from the 
past to claim his voice. And his written words are a crucial piece in our puzzle of 
meanings of his photograph because after all, as he himself says, “every event is theater 
[…][ But the destiny of man is carried out in the middle of a personal act of events, and 
everyone has its own way of interpreting them”. 75 Therefore, this small book from 1945 
offered the possibility of reading our gentleman’s own interpretation of the events we 
already know as well as other new ones. However, not without finding here and there, as 
well, other people’s interpretations of what he represented to them. In the prologue, for 
instance, we meet him again as a legendary counselor, but also as an author:  

 
 

José Menendez, known all over Mexico by the nickname “El Corbatón”, is one of those 
men we can say that has made himself. Regular attendant at the Court of Justice and the 
Penitentiary due to his activities as defending counsel, mainly for those in need, he enjoys a well-
deserved repute to be not at all a greedy but a generous man. We find him everywhere. He is one 
of those fellows produced by big cities and without whom the city seems to be missing something. 
His “Memories” reveal the neat writer, and his pertinent remarks are a proof of his sagacity. 
Avoiding extensive accounts, appealing to very precise overviews, “El Corbatón” offers in his 
“Memories” the proof of his writing power. 76 
  
 
In a unique combination of old fashioned Spanish, Mexican slang and expressions 

from his Spanish province, El Corbatón shares his own view: “If one understands by 
memories a detailed account of a lifespan, these pages, my reader, which you are now 
holding in your hands, are of course not worth of such a name. Here you will only find 
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gaunt allusions, schematic as you would say now, of relatively insignificant episodes of 
my existence.” 77 However, to get our voice of singularity of the photograph of our 
gentleman, these insignificances are precisely what we are interested in. That is where we 
find not an official biography, like that of encyclopedias or archives, but stories that 
conform other sort of ‘history’. Even though such a book has, evidently, already 
undergone the editing process of the author, as we notice by his remark on one of the 
pages: “… but this belongs, as it is my own private right, to another chapter in my life”. 
He decided what to tell and what not to tell. Fortunately, he tells a lot indeed. 

Not very far from the earlier mentioned arguments of the Gozzadini family to 
have their portrait done, we read about the motivations of El Corbatón for writing these 
Memorias. He wrote them because “one never looses the vanity of outliving oneself”. 
And even though he thinks that with this book he “will not rise to the regions of 
immortality”, 78 in fact his book has outlived him. And along with his Memorias, the 
photograph of the cover resurrects, which happens to be the exact same photograph that 
he dedicated to his friend Pepe. However, this photograph has the name of his book on it, 
together with the name of the publishing house, and it is signed as well… but not by him 
but only by the photographer, a certain Rafael. If we look carefully, we can see that this 
signature appears also in our first photograph. 

Our gentleman then tells to those trying to know him, about who or what he 
loved: “My purest loved ones […], Spain and Mexico, so interconnected and 
undifferentiated that it would be difficult for me to establish where one starts and where 
the other ends. They were the axis […] of my life […]. If my insignificant life has 
anything significant, it is only thanks to my two beloved ones”. As an emigrant, he 
fluctuated in this borderline of those men with a double land. “I hate nationalisms”, he 
has written, “because I love my two lands”. He is aware although, that “the emigrant is a 
man cut in two halves. Out of his land, he only thinks of it. When in his land, he only 
thinks of the land that gave him shelter”. From this unfolding is that he comes with the 
proposal of abolishing the concept of Patria, or homeland, 79 to favour the concept of 
Fatria, or brotherland. In this brotherhood, men would not have space for national 
antagonisms, for economic reasons, for imprecise concepts of race. For him, it is a 
serious matter to pose that neither Spain nor Mexico is his first or second homeland, as 
for him “these sort of affections do not admit any splitting.”  80 

More than just a place in the map, we read about his place of origin, Santa María 
de la Pola de Luanco, in the old principality of Asturias. Pola means, in the dialect of his 
region, village. It was a cradle of skillful sailors, like his very own father, coming to 
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shore in their brigs, full with bonito, red bream, hake fish and exotic cinnamon, tobacco, 
soft brown sugar and rum smells. It was thanks to these sailors that our Gentleman with 
the big cravat experienced his first aesthetic pleasure, in the sounds of a “most ordinary 
accordion, of the many ones brought in the brigs from Antwerpen or Manchester.” But 
although all his father family line had lived for and thanks to the sea, he considered 
himself more from his mother branch, sedentary: “I am like my mother and I do not 
regret my heritage, though I would have appreciated more dosage of energy. I have 
always been quiet and docile to all impositions, without a will of my own. I have […] all 
the defects of my qualities”, he wrote. 81  

However, this compliance was not exercised in relation to the commercial path 
that his mother desired for him, even though he was sent to Cuba to dedicate to it. He 
worked for one season in the sugar harvest before going back to Spain, but for him “there 
[were] in the world nobler activities than collecting money”. Once in Luanco, the village 
witch, la Recompusa, who used to sell roasted chestnuts, advised him to return to the 
Americas, ‘the place with the new root’. Following her advice, he prepared to leave for 
Havana, but he ended in the steamboat Ciudad Condal, traveling to San Juan Bautista de 
Tabasco, Mexico. An acquaintance, settled in the Mexican harbour of Veracruz, had 
come to Luanco and motivated his change of destination with his enthusiastic 
descriptions of the country. Once in Villa Hermosa, Tabasco, in the southern Mexico, he 
joined a theater company with the idea of dedicating his life to the theater world. 
“Business? Is there a better business than to not think in terms of business?” wrote our 
Gentleman with the big cravat, “To be honest, the only good business I have made in my 
life, were those in which I helped others unselfishly”. 82 

“In 1898, the Spanish-Yankee war was taking place”, he continues, and “the 
Spanish people living in San Juan Bautista were very agitated against Uncle Sam. The 
North American potential was discussed” and the possibility of a Spanish military 
invasion was in the air. Our gentleman in question had signed an article written by a 
Jesuit friend of his, expressing against such invasion with the not so unsubstantial 
argument that “Yanquiland was evidently not only the land of the dollar, but of higher 
industrial activities than the European ones”. Time would prove them right, but the 
Spanish community became more than upset with such an article, and he was asked to 
leave San Juan Bautista. Destination? Mexico City. He passed through Veracruz, as it 
was the obliged place in the route to the big metropolis. Two days later, he was “arriving 
at the Great Tenochtitlán”. 83 

About his arrival to Mexico City, we read that he wandered through the streets 
asking for charity, and that he used to sleep on the benches of the Zócalo (main square). 
When around four in the morning the police officers made their round, he had no other 
choice but to stand up and leave. Then he would go towards the bakery Los Gallos, which 
used to be in front of the Plaza del Dos de Abril, where he would buy a small bread for 
one cent, and steal two more. He considered that this small theft could not really disturb 
the social order. Later he came to El Bosque, a restaurant that a certain Lucas Canelli had 
at Dolores Street, in front of the alley Sal si puedes (Leave, if you can). There 
bullfighters hosted him, and he used to sleep in the tavern La Puerta de la Leña, behind 
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the National Palace, or in the rooms where the bullfighters kindly would take him. He 
would cover himself with the bullfighter’s cape, and he would sleep on it as well, using it 
both as a blanket and as a mattress. Maybe it is this fact what later made him so fond of 
wearing a cape. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Zócalo, Mexico City, first half of the twentieth century. Image reproduced from 
a tarjeta postal. A large-scale reproduction of it is still hanging on one of the 
gangways of the metropolitan underground. The underground reproduction has 
been photographed and copies are sold as photographs both to the national and 
foreign public on the street market. This image has been bought on the street as 
a photograph. Out of frame, on the right side, the National Palace. From the 
cropped text at the bottom right hand side of the image, we can see that it is a 
crop of the original photograph, or tarjeta postal. 
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Mexico City’s National Palace. Real photo card bought at a 
flee market in Delfshaven. 

 
 
In relationship to his activity as a lawyer, we read in our gentleman’s own writing 

how it all started: 
 
 

I owe Manco Valdez the start of my litigations. He was very skillful in minor criminal 
affairs. […] By that time, I had already ‘settled’, so I was living in monthly rented rooms, and I 
was eating as much as I wanted. […] I started to gain certain fame as a diligent man […] until I 
enjoyed such a favourable reputation that some of the more intricate ‘cases’ were solved due only 
to pure charm. After some years, -I was already 22 years old, I started my defense counseling. I do 
not want to flaunt myself as a ‘man of law’, […] but good Providence helped me not to make a 
bad impression. I used to listen carefully to others, to the experts, and to all the brilliant pleadings 
of good lawyers […]. And learning the tricks of Manco Valdez […] I became a defense counselor, 
because I defended those that were accused, and not because I had attended any Academy. 

My first forensic success, the Traverso case, started my fame. I got him acquitted, 
arguing ‘self-defense’. With these two words, I have traveled along the way. These words became 
my distinctive feature. I was the man of the self-defense before being the man of the big cravat. To 
self-defense I owe everything I was and everything I am, which is not much, but which has been 
enough to guide my life and to give it value. After roaming about, I turned around my already long 
existence in that pursuit, and if I would have to start all over, I would not choose any other path. I 
have spent forty-five years defending delinquents and I never regretted such a noble and human 
activity. 84  
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 48

 His own steps into an addiction might have supported his belief that one should 
have tolerance towards people in the ‘wrong path’. A quote in his book invites us to hate 
the criminal act and not the criminal, as the latter should always be worthy of 
compassion. He points out though, that he is not referring to the incorrigible offender, but 
to those ones who let themselves be carried away through the criminal path “during that 
evil hour in which the demonical powers act upon men. That demon of midday, the 
meridian demon, which a French novelist85 blamed for all fatal falls in the private abyss, 
was the one who blinds many criminals and occasional thieves.” 86 Perhaps blinded by 
these same demons is that he was caught up in gambling himself, loosing considerable 
amounts of money:  
 

“I was earning money generously and I fell right into gambling. We would gather in any casino. 
Poker, in particular, is abominable. […] Sometimes I would observe my playfellows and I would 
see their wooden faces, their ‘poker faces’ […] I still regret all the money lost at gambling tables. 
With it, I could have alleviated so much distress around me. […] I owe the retirement of gambling 
to … lack of money, and not to a righteous decision.” 87  

 
 
 
The eleven thousand virgins 
 
 
An unfortunate aspect of an emigrant is that he remains always, to a certain extent, a 
foreigner, an outsider. This quality guarantees him a considerable degree of vulnerability, 
as our Gentleman with the big cravat found out on March 11, 1924. Accused of 
defending French men and women of the prostitution sector, he recounts in his Memories: 

 
 

Who else was I going to defend, the canon of the holy cathedral? […] I was in the Flor de 
México […] when I was required to go to the secretary of the General Inspection Office, […] On 
the orders of Mister President, I was being deported and while the verification was notified, I had 
to be under arrest. […] By night […] my always loyal journalist friends had heard about such 
event and they immediately went to the Inspection Office, almost breaking the door of the room in 
which I was being kept captive with their own fists and feet. […] However, there was nothing to 
be done and the following day I was already in Veracruz. […] I will be for ever in debt to the 
spontaneous defense that all the press of the capital city provided me. [...] 

The case was commented all around. […] All the pride, the rebelliousness, the self-
respect, revolted inside me against something I considered an injustice and an abuse. [In the 
meantime] ‘the boys of the press’ were agitating against the evil event […] The following day, the 
journalists went to see General Obregón, to inform him about me. Court ministers did the same, 
and magistrates, and judges, and trades people, and common people. It was a spontaneous 
referendum. Stupefied, General Obregón asked, ‘But, who is this Menendez for whom everybody 
is begging? When I deported the Apostolical Delegate only the people from the prelate came to 
defend him.’ The ‘boys of the press’ made him realize that my behaviour, in the thirty-five years I 
had been in the country, had always been Christian and very humane. […]  

Troubled by what they were all telling him, he called his private secretary, Mr. 
Torreblanca, to send a telegraph to Veracruz with the suspension of the order to embark. And for 
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himself he took a period of fifteen days to rectify or ratify the deportation. With his well-known 
sagacity, the Manco de Celaya [as General Obregón was known] continued towards the 
journalists: ‘Look young men, precisely because you are young is that I feel compelled to believe 
everything that you have been saying in favour of Menendez. At this level, one tends to make 
things unknowingly one eighty percent of the times, just guided by insinuations around, without 
realizing the damage that can cause. Fortunately, the case of Menendez is something I can 
remedy.’ 

Later […] I was taken to the Palace to be introduced to President Obregón. I explained 
my situation to him and he concluded the encounter by saying:  ‘Go at ease. After having heard 
you, I am certain that I was the victim of a low intrigue.’ I came to know that later, when he spoke 
to the initiator of the intrigue, who had been using the argument that I defended women and men 
of the gallant life [the prostitution sector], he replied, ‘But, who is he going to defend, the eleven 
thousand virgins?’ 88 
 
 
We witness in this episode of the life of our Gentleman with the big cravat how 

his work had guaranteed him a fame that went beyond the walls of the Court of Justice. It 
is also interesting to see how the roles turn around and the defender became the 
defendant. Another example of the estimation that the public had for him has to do with 
the story of his stick and his cape. This will, by the way, take us back to our photograph, 
and it will make us closer to answering the question about whether our gentleman dressed 
up for the photograph, or was always dressed up as we see him portrayed.  

We learn that his cape was a gift from Mr. Pedro J. Almada, given as a sign of 
affection after all the disturbance caused by the deportation matter. Mr. Almada went to 
the Café El Fénix, which our gentleman used to visit on a daily basis, to give him a stick 
with a golden grip, which he used … until it was stolen! As if the loss of such an 
appreciated object had not been enough, one afternoon, when least expected, his cape was 
also stolen. “To be without my stick was bearable,” reports our gentleman, “but to be 
without my cape, me, who had never used any other clothing to protect myself against the 
winter cold, seemed insufferable.” Later, while having coffee at El Fénix, a boy entered 
and asked him to follow him to the Colegio de Niñas, where his partner had something 
for him. He followed and as promised, there was another boy in the mentioned square 
with a voluminous package, who told him, “Mr. Menendez, you are a good friend of all 
of us, those who are on the wrong road. From you we cannot steal. Here is your cape.” To 
his astonishment our Gentleman with the big cravat recovered his cape, and during that 
encounter he certainly received more than just a piece of cloth. 

Already in the prologue as on the cover of the book we have learned that although 
for some he was el Señor del corbatón, he was considered by many, and by himself just 
as El Corbatón. This changes immediately the meaning of the pseudonym itself, because 
it is not anymore the Gentleman with the big cravat, where the important thing is the 
gentleman who wears such a necktie. Now he has become The Cravat, which implies that 
there is no reference to whether the gentleman in question is wearing a cravat or not, he is 
‘The Cravat’, therefore its current appearance with capital letter. About the mystery of 
the cravat, its unusual dimensions, and its meaning to our gentleman, he tells:  
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“Some friend has reproached me of attracting attention because of my felt alla Rubens 
and my extravagant Cravat, developed from the romantic and floppy bow tie. ¿But is it because I 
am not a graduate, nor masters, […] nor wise rhetoric man …that I do not have the right to own a 
piece of vanity? Is this a right only of intellectuals?” “I never said a faulty word to be safe, and I 
will not start now on account of a more or less developed Cravat. That is what mi corbatón is, a 
cravat that went mad, out of proportion, to classify me. The hat should not alarm anybody. Every 
mayor in Rembrandt’s paintings […] is wearing one of equal or similar size. […] Years are but 
partial masters of our caprices and desires. Why not allow an […] old man […] the minimal vanity 
of an out-of-proportion felt and hat? 89 

 
 
 
Unknown and renowned photographs 
 
 
The former stories will definitely bring us closer to the voice of singularity of the 
Gentleman of big cravat. And within this context of narratives and meanings, we will not 
observe the following photograph without wondering who the intriguing character 
portrayed in it might be. However, we will not yet reveal the identity of this elegant man 
who is carrying a camera and playing with his big moustache. Could he be perhaps 
another friend of our Gentleman with the big cravat? Is he perhaps from the land of 
Rembrandt, or is he another Mexican friend of our Gentleman with the big cravat? What 
is the story of his photograph? How old is it? Where does it come from? How is it that 
our perception of it can be transformed? Why is he carrying an early plate camera? Is he 
a photographer? Where is this photograph hanging? Is it still hanging? What happened to 
the background? By now we must be intrigued indeed by his story. Nevertheless, the 
story of this gentleman can better be told within a broader context, so in due time we will 
meet him again to learn his story. In the meantime, let us just keep him in our memory 
and remain in the aesthetic perception of his photograph, looking at it just as a portrait 
among portraits. If we yearn for the voice of singularity of this photograph, we can 
always try, in the meantime, to imagine his story. 

Continuing on the topic of the trajectory of meaning photographs display, the 
Pulitzer photographs are another good example of a change in perception by means of the 
narrative behind the photograph. In the book where these photographs have been 
published, we read that “every Pulitzer photographer has a gripping story to tell of how 
he or she did it. […] Some […] confess to pure luck or blind instinct that put them in the 
right position […]. Other tales, implicit in the photographs themselves, are revealing of 
extraordinary skill, enterprise, dedication and courage. Some […] cannot speak of the 
nightmares suffered in recollection of what they beheld or what happened to the people 
they photographed.” 90  
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As aforementioned, some photographs become indeed more valuable when we get 
to know the story behind, and sometimes, as in the case of portraits, they acquire value or 
regain it, only when you know who the subject is. One gets immediately a recollection of 
memories attached to this subject and the photograph changes in meaning. That happens 
for instance when we see the portrait of a famous character for the first time. Before 
knowing his face, and although it might be a very expressive portrait, it remains just 
another portrait. However, when you get to know that it was Edgar Allan Poe, you 
immediately attach, by means of association, everything you have read as well as 
everything you know about the author to his image. Then the photograph becomes the 
portrait of Poe.  

Photographs, as mentioned before, are never neutral. Moreover, sometimes they 
get so charged with meanings that they can even change the course of human lives. This 
is the case of the Photograph Waiting Game for Sudanese Child by Kevin Carter, winner 
of the Pulitzer Prize (Feature), in 1994. It was taken on March 23, 1993, for The New 
York Times:  

 
 

By February 1993, South African photojournalist Kevin Carter has spent a decade 
photographing the political strive roiling his homeland. He describes lying in the middle of a 
gunfight, “wondering about which millisecond next I was going to die, about putting something on 
film they could use as my last picture”. 

Needing a change, Carter travels to the Sudan to cover the relentless East African famine. 
At a feeding station at Ayod, he finds people so weakened by hunger that they are dying at the rate 
of 20 an hour. As he photographs the hollow eyes and blotted bellies, Carter hears a soft 
whimpering in the bush. Investigating, he finds a tiny girl trying to make her way to the feeding 
center. Carter crouches, readying his camera. Suddenly, a vulture lands nearby. Carter waits. The 
vulture waits. Carter takes his photographs, and then chases the bird away. Afterward, he sits 
under a tree and cries. 

The photograph runs in newspapers worldwide. Carter receives outraged letters and angry 
midnight phone calls. Everyone wants to know: Why didn’t he pick up the child? 

Journalists in the Sudan had been told not to touch famine victims, because of the risk of 
transmitting disease. This is no comfort to Carter, who tells a friend, “I’m really, really sorry I 
didn’t pick the child up. The controversy and other personal problems overwhelm him. On July 
26, 1994, police find Kevin Carter dead, an apparent suicide. He is 33 years old. 91 

  
 
 
 The photograph acquired so many meanings: it was “my last picture” for a 
moment. It would have been a picture that would become famous because it would be 
attached to the photographer’s death. It was meant to become a symbol of Carter’s stand 
as a photographer until what he thought was his last breath. As such, the shot had to be, 
in the photographer’s own words, quickly but properly selected. Then it became a 
journalist photograph for a newspaper. Afterwards it represented a political criticism for 
some, and a moral annoyance for others. It was extensively published internationally, 
which provided it with another meaning and transformed it into a worldwide icon of 
African suffering. It had also been a sign of a moral dilemma to the photographer before 
it became an awarded photograph. For some people, it represented the evidence of how a 
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photographer, whose priority laid on the making of a photograph instead of helping the 
child, was not more than just another vulture. But he was honored and recognized by the 
photo media world, which allowed him to enjoy the glamour of being awarded and 
admired. Finally, the knowledge of the death of the photographer inflicts even another 
change in meaning on the awarded photograph, as it can be taken as a metaphor of the 
emotional state Carter was in when he died. The photographer’s tears under the tree 
cannot be seen, unfortunately, in his photograph. 

The Pulitzer photographs started as a single shot and among other layers of 
meanings, they can also belong to a body of photographs that undergo new paths in 
meaning and function. We can see so by the fact that even though they are photographs 
that appeared published in an American newspaper, having thus an American audience as 
focus, they were seen and judged by a broader audience. This, in turn, gave to the 
competition a more international interest, as proved by the opening of the first 
comprehensive exhibition of prize winning photographs in Tokyo’s Bunkumara Museum 
in 1988. This exhibition in turn, inspired later exhibitions held in South Korea, Taiwan, 
and even back in the United States.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

All the various layers of readings that a photograph has, can be viewed within a 
certain time line; or what we could call the life cycle of the photograph. Every 
photograph has a birth, a development in time that depends on the different meanings 
attached to it, and sometimes an end. However, it is surprising the capacity of 
resurrection of a photograph. Witness to this are the markets of collectors all over the 
globe or the different books concerning old pictures, like this very one. Sometimes we 
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can trace some of the phases in this cycle and sometimes, as we are doing with the 
photographs in this book, we can even change the lifespan of the photographs by 
relocating them in a different context, attaching new meanings to them. Resurrecting 
them, that is people’s magic. Sontag describes such lifespan when she poses that: 
“Photographs, which fiddle with the scale of the world, themselves get reduced, blown 
up, cropped, retouched, doctored, tricked out. Yet age, plagued by the usual ills of paper 
objects; they disappear; they become valuable, and are bought and sold; they are 
reproduced. Photographs, which package the world, seem to invite packaging. They are 
stuck in albums, framed and set on tables, tacked on walls, projected as slides. 
Newspapers and magazines feature them, cops alphabetize them; museums exhibit them; 
publishers compile them.” 92 

Photographs, these little pieces of paper, acquire their first meaning before 
actually being an object, when we select an image in our minds. It is the photographer’s 
choice what fragment of reality will be in frame: a person, a landscape, a cityscape, etc. 
Once decided upon that, he makes other choices in order to send his message. He has a 
vision he wants to communicate. An artist, however, knows he cannot impose meanings 
on others, particularly his own ones. He makes a proposal and then his artistic product 
acquires a life of its own. This is when meanings give place to other meanings. Pictures 
that were meant as ‘maps of the real’, in Sontag’s words, resurrect with completely 
unexpected meanings, and also within totally unexpected contexts.   
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In relation to this, I can think of another Pulitzer winning photograph: Memorial 
Day by Anthony Suau. It was awarded the Feature prize 1984 and was taken on May 31, 
1983, in Denver Colorado: 

 
 

You can’t make out his whole name. But you know a lot about him from the inscription 
on his tombstone: World War II, Korea, Vietnam. A dedicated soldier who served in three of the 
century’s most brutal wars. His widow sits, hugging his tombstone; her husband has been dead 
less than a year. 

Anthony Suau is at the cemetery, trying to take a Memorial Day Photograph for The 
Denver Post’s front page. “I was just walking around. And I saw this woman. It looked like she 
had been holding the tombstone and then she let go. So I positioned myself with a longer lens. 
And sure enough, within a few minutes, she embraced the tombstone again. I made about six 
frames. And I realized immediately that it was a very intimate moment.” 

Suau puts down his camera and waits outside. When the woman leaves the cemetery, he 
approaches her. “I said, I just took your picture embracing this tombstone. And I want to make 
sure it’s OK with you to publish it.” She was delighted. 

“I got a lot of phone calls from people around the world saying, ‘I’ve done that. I’ve 
hugged my husband’s or my father’s tombstone. I can relate to that picture. I can really feel what 
that woman feels’. 93  

 
 

We can see with these examples how every photograph has its own life span 
unfolded in its own particular historic line. We can relate thus with Szarkowsky when he 
says that “the meanings of the world are dependent on our own understandings. The field 
mouse, the skylark, the sky itself, do not earn their meanings out of their own 
evolutionary history, but are meaningful in terms of the anthropocentric metaphors that 
we assign to them. It is the realist view that the world exists independent of human 
attention, that it contains discoverable patterns of intrinsic meaning, and that by 
discerning these patterns, and forming models or symbols of them with the materials of 
his art, the artist [photographer] is joined to a larger intelligence”. 94  

In words of Sontag, we read about the same idea: “The photographer was thought 
to be an acute but non-interfering observer – a scribe, not a poet. But as people quickly 
discovered that nobody takes the same picture of the same thing, the supposition that 
cameras furnish an impersonal, objective image yielded to the fact that photographs are 
evidence not only of what’s there but of what an individual sees, not just a record but an 
evaluation of the world.” 95 In no other language is this better expressed than in the 
Japanese word for photography: shasin, which can be translated as “the transformation of 
the real”. 96 This transformation quality of photography is more in accordance with the 
above-mentioned idea of representing the world in contrast with the idea of just copying 
it. It is more an act of recreation that depends strongly and directly on the photographer’s 
decisions. As photographer Robert Adams puts it: “Most photographers are people of 
intense enthusiasms whose work involves many choices –to break the car, grab the 
yellow instead of the green filter, wait out the cloud, and, at the second everything looks 
inexplicably right, to release the shutter. Behind these decisions stands the 
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photographer’s individual framework of recollections and meditations about the way he 
perceived that place or places like it before.” 97  

This is all because no image is free of all the associations given by our cultural 
background. As observers, we never go empty to observe, there is always a load of 
meanings in the perceptual process of the image. And on objectivity, I agree with the 
neuro-philosopher Humberto Maturana when he poses that there is no such thing as 
objectivity, as everything depends always on the distinctions of the observer. 98 
Photography is not an exception. 

 
 
 

Photography’s hidden intentions 
 
 
Precisely because of the fact that photographs never have an intrinsic meaning is that they 
can be tendentious, manipulative. As we have seen before, they have the ability of 
presenting themselves, or being presented by others, as proofs of veracity of things that 
cannot be photographed, namely, the interactions that take place within certain cultural 
environments. This is exactly what commercial photography exploits and why it is so 
successful at selling the most unnecessary objects by offering them accompanied by 
images masterfully manipulated. If a woman buys make up for instance, she is lead to 
think that she is in fact buying beauty, youth, sensuality; though nobody tells her how 
many filters and tricks have been used to make of the offered image the ‘desired image’. 
The photograph of the young model with certain physical characteristics is a telling 
example of the beautification of reality. As if beauty, youth and sensuality could be 
actually bought, we are presented with images that are not just a pose, but a carefully 
reflected pose. The presented images of women in the advertisements are idealized to 
sell, thus they are pictures of what women are not. However, these pictures become a 
model, which later women try to copy. It is indeed an irony that in such context 
photography, who owns its existence to the attempt to copy reality as faithfully as 
possible, actually ended up changing reality by becoming a model for it. In this case, in 
relation to photographs, this is another example of the dynamic change of meanings in 
the course of its journey through different contexts.  

We are also often witness to the most manipulative usage of photographs in hands 
of the mass media. By playing with the contexts, we can consciously change the meaning 
of a photograph in favour of a political position. Or we can have in a newspaper, a 
photograph that in any other context would be experienced as ‘neutral’, turned into a 
highly charged one with any sort of connotations. Nevertheless, it is within the field of 
scientific communities that this feature of photography is surprisingly ignored. We still 
hear researchers come to conclusions based on the ‘veracity’ and ‘truthfulness’ offered by 
photography; without paying much, if any attention, to the other layers of meaning their 
photograph may have.  

We already find an example of this in the nineteenth century, when 
“photographers made images which they hoped would sell well, both to museums and to 
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individuals. In this attempt to please clients they catered to fantasies –particularly those 
of male Europeans –about foreign peoples, and confirmed existing stereotypical concepts 
that had been lodged in people’s heads for some time, which people readily saw 
confirmed ‘for real’ in photographs.” 99 Here ‘for real’ means not that this setting existed 
at the time of the photograph, as in the confirmation of presence; but that the setting was 
actually taken for reality itself as a whole, when it was in fact misleading. If later, in the 
life cycle of the photographs, we encounter one of this pictures as part of the ‘proof’ or 
‘authentication’ of the real reality they represent, we cannot but reflect upon the fact that 
photography is but a fragment of a broader context. And in this sense, one of 
photography’s identities, namely photography as a scientific aid, must be placed always 
within a broader context, one that can be enriched by each of the layers of approach of 
the photograph. We are therefore in need of an archeology of photography, in the sense 
of a photograph as a relic that contains layers to be read and analyzed by means of a more 
comprehensive approach. 

It would be naïve to think that these layers of meaning occur in an ordered and 
traceable linear ‘chronology’. Although sometimes this can be the case for some layers, 
many other times they just overlap and interact dynamically. This is when we find 
meanings that clash, or functions of photography that seem to contradict each other. We 
think we are in paradoxical positions and we get lost within the different layers 
photographs have. In relation to anthropological photography we read about this, for 
instance, when it is reported that “the photographer carrying an enormous camera, 
attracting all the attention, was [finally] replaced by the researcher who hoped to make 
himself as invisible as possible”, 100 because he wanted not to appear aggressive to the 
communities he was observing. The need of the researcher was one and the need of the 
photographer was another, and they interacted with difficulty.  

Another good example of this multilayered identity of photography is the story of 
the Northern territory Police inspector Paul Foelsche’s (1831-1914) Aboriginal 
portraits.101 We read that he “took at least 250 Aboriginal portraits during his career, a 
small amount of which were [of] prisoners. It is tempting to read defiance or coercion 
into the returned gaze of his subjects, but we have no evidence of this.” Both by 
association and through an acquired cultural code is this interpretation of defiance and 
coercion made by the person describing these photographs. “His motivation may well 
have been to build up a police ‘archive’ of potential Aboriginal miscreants.” If it is true 
that it was not well received at first, Foelsche’s seems to have managed to manipulate the 
meanings of the photographs to his favour, as there is knowledge of a “recently identified 
image of a large group waiting to be photographed.”  

In these series of photographs, now at the National Museum of ethnology in 
Leiden, 102 there is a conscious manipulation of reality. We read that, “the Australian 
Physical anthropologist W. Ramsay Smith later noted that Foelsche had even enhanced 
his subject’s appearance, using powder charcoal to dull the sheen of their skin, producing 
a richer, more textured image which enhanced their musculature.” This is a speaking 
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illustration of how photographers ‘arranged’ the Aboriginals to fit the western need of an 
exotic Other. This arrangement of alterity promotes the spreading of stereotypes, as it is 
depicted when we read that the Leiden subjects “had to sit in a for them unusual 
position”, or that “the women had to take off their European skirts if they were wearing 
these”. In this same vein we read that Raymond Corbey, in his description of the 
European image of Africa, reports that photographer Edmond “Fortier, [who around 1900 
spent time in Dakar, the French colony Senegal] just like other colonial photographers, 
created an erotic apparent world. He also manipulated his models, accentuated the bare 
breasts […]” 103 “But the appropriation of the stranger failed. The objectivity of the 
colonial picture postcard was only an appearance, the transparency an illusion. [The 
European] photographer and consumer of these images stayed captive in their own 
prejudices, their own preoccupations, their own dreams.” 104 

If we go on exploring the layers of meanings of these photographs, we read about 
what this photographic procedure meant for the subjects themselves. Here we are dealing 
once again with meanings that take place simultaneously, in this case without a clash. We 
read that “later testimony from Aboriginal people regarding anthropologists and their 
routines indicates a possible explanation for the forbearance of Foelsche’s subjects; the 
perception of the procedure as a form of ceremonial action, an ordeal to be endured 
without flinching or complaining.” 
 
 
 
Papers with memory  

 
 

In the life span of a human being, there are decisive moments, markers of significant 
changes in the process of the formation of his/her identity, as aforementioned. Since the 
invention of photography people have tried to record them in order to, at later moments, 
re-live them. Memory is thus of vital importance in the identity of human beings as it 
gives unity to the events that conform this identity. However, it is not restricted to 
individual identities, (genogram) as it is of the same importance in the definition of 
collective ones. This means that we try to capture the development process of individuals, 
of families, of communities, of nations, and of humankind as well (sociogram). But 
because human beings relate to their material environment, filling it with meanings, we 
can also trace the development process of objects, cities, buildings, and everything that 
constitutes his material culture. 
 Furthermore, memory is related to time because it is exercised in the present to 
access the past. However, memory is a fragile thing and we do not seem to trust it 
completely because we fear that it might be impossible for memory to keep everything 
we see. Being stronger than the past that vanishes, somehow it is not strong enough in 
itself. Maybe it is because of its lack of corporeality, or maybe it is because it is in nature 
fragile. And this is the core of visual documenting. An example of how photography is 
used to prevent people from forgetting what they fear not to remember later, is the 
photographic record of the different phases in the construction of the Opera in Paris. “In 
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order to preserve the memory [of these phases] photographs have been taken every time 
that changes took place on the site [, so that if] at some later date one wanted to produce a 
monograph about the Opera, the photographic material that would be at one’s disposition, 
would make it much easier to produce such a publication.” It is interesting to make here a 
comparison with the same process mentioned before in relation to the visual 
documentation of a child’s development. The process of the individual identity formation 
is in this sense, comparable to the collective one, and even to the material one. In the 
same sense the individual needs markers, the collective identity needs them too. In the 
very same sense a person changes physically and acquires new characteristics while 
loosing others, a city changes as well, becoming modern and losing some of its old 
features. And memory is what gives cohesion to those identities.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The mentioned need for repetition in order to guarantee remembrance is lucidly 
expressed by Kundera when he writes that “memory, to function properly, needs a 
continual practice: memories vanish if we stop evoking them once and again in the 
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conversations with friends”. 105 And photography offers us the possibility of ‘making 
notes with light’ to prevent forgetting. Here we meet once again the narrative element in 
relation to memory and identity. John Berger, (1926) art critic and author, has said in tune 
with this that, “the camera relieves us from the burden of memory”. 106 However, 
although it is true that the photographic image helps us remember, it does so more in the 
sense of evocative clues that unfold our repertoire of internal images. It is in this vein that 
photography “could also be described as a quotation”, 107  to a universe of evocations 
accessed by means of those pieces of paper that act as markers in the unfolding of life 
spans: photographs. A surrealist appearance of evocations is then detonated in the 
imaginary, but not provided to outsiders via the image alone, as Barthes quest for his 
‘voice of singularity’ clearly illustrates.  
 In this vein, Alfred Stieglitz wrote once about photography that, “what is of 
greatest importance is to hold a moment, to record something so completely that those 
who see it will relive an equivalent of what has been expressed”. 108 But we know now 
that this is an impossible quest for photographers, as this re-living can only be shared, if 
possible at all, by those who also shared the same experience. For the rest, we can only 
rely on our own capacity to provide new meanings and associations, depending on the 
content of our own experience. Photographers can only then aspire for their photographs 
to be a door for other imaginaries, and to be kept alive for as many meanings and 
functions given to it by its connection with human beings. 
 

     
 
Photography and its rituals 
 
 
Photography is a part of a ritual, a marker of a ritual, a witness to a ritual, a legitimation 
of a ritual and a ritual in itself. These are all different facets of how photography and 
ritual are connected. Let us go through them in order to clarify how this visual medium 
can have so many functions and be so many things at the same time. Once again, the 
different layers intermingle, belonging to different layers of meaning, preventing 
contradictions and apparently confusing interpretations. 

We have seen so far that photographs can be a lieux de memoire, as in the case of 
Barthes’ Winter Garden Photograph. Moreover, photography can also become a prayer, 
not in the symbolical sense, as with Barthes, but in a more literal way. When asked why 
he photographed, a Jesuit priest, […] remarked, “For me photography is a form of 
prayer”. Photographer Minor White, on a similar note in the sixties, put together a 
photographic exhibition called Octave of Prayer. For him “prayer takes on many forms”. 
He then proposes to “think of this as you photograph and try to capture the spirit in 
nature, in people, in animals, and in all forms of the animate and inanimate.” With the 
same meaning photographer George De Wolfe says that “with my camera I bring my 
hands together in prayer as I patiently wait for the all –consuming mystery of nature to 
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reveal itself –a mystery of oneness –of primordial energy –one in which I and nature 
share a unique private moment”. 109 
 From his remembrance of the church of Saint Christophoros in Cologne-Neil 
North American, curator and photographer Robert Adams has written that his “memory 
of Germany, which is otherwise of a mostly lost geography, is transformed through the 
recollection of [my] visits to a half dozen churches designed by this one man [Schwarz]. 
Recalling them helped suggest to me, when I returned to America, that not just churches, 
but entire urban and suburban landscapes might be revealed as sacred if we brought to 
them a measure of the same passionate regard that Schwarz had brought to his 
specifically religious commissions. It was, in a way, why I started photographing, to see 
if I could find, by pictures, an emotional equivalent to the churches. This goal was in 
many ways naïve, however, and over the years I have found myself looking for churches 
in America of the quality of Schwarz’s in Germany.” 110 This last example of sacrality in 
relation to photography tells us about the layers of the motivation of a photographer to 
photograph as ‘an emotional equivalent to a church’. He implies with this that he finds 
the same sort of heart’s content either in a church or in the conceptual space built upon 
the activity of photographing.  

On the other hand, the act of photographing is in itself a ritual, not for the above-
mentioned reason, but because it implies a certain routine of steps. This was more 
obvious until the beginning of the twentieth century, when the exposure time was so slow 
that the act of photographing was even more complex. It implied not only the taking of 
the photograph itself, as the exposure time was a long term procedure, but the fact that 
the photographer had to carry ‘the machine’ and sometimes all the chemicals with him to 
be able to take photographs outdoors, which was mostly the case, as they depended on 
daylight. Today we do not have to engage in such carrying rituals, but it is still a ritual in 
the sense that it follows a determined guideline of behaviors one act upon when being in 
front of a camera. That it is culturally permeated we can observe for instance in the 
phenomenon of the passport picture. It is meant for bureaucratic purposes and as such, it 
must comply with the demands of clarity, as its function is to corroborate one’s identity 
in any official or legal step. However, what is customary in one place is not necessarily 
so in another. For example, while in The Netherlands you are invited to smile to the 
camera for such a picture, in other countries, like Mexico for instance, you are expected 
to look ‘serious’, as it is believed there that legal matters require your ‘serious’ presence 
and not a friendly social one. Once again, cultural values are strongly bound to the 
process of photographing.  

Another example of photography related to rituals would be that of its use as a 
religious inspiration. That was the case of photo collections in monasteries in the Dutch 
province Brabant in the nineteenth century for instance. In these collections, we find 
photographs of members of these monasteries, orphans or mentally ill patients; but what 
makes them special is the way of portraying them: they have a posture and a look that, 
together with the use of symbolical attributes, refer to a meaning behind the apparent 
reality. 111 This shows how the photographic medium acquired a use to convey religious 
feelings by means of an iconographic setting. We see then that portraits of members of a 
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religious congregation posed with the clothes that belonged to their order, as symbol of 
their inclusion to it. Further, they had a rosary and a crucifix between their hands, and 
they were holding a bible or prayer book. The stage setting also included that the bible 
would be held with a finger between the pages, as if the person had been caught in the 
middle of reading time. 112 All of these were indications of the professing of their catholic 
faith, and not only somebody’s portrait. We see the individual identity mingled with the 
broader one of the congregation, which in turn represents the identity of the catholic faith. 
In this sense, the iconographic element can be read from the general meanings attached to 
it. For example the skull representing mortality of men and the afterlife that can be seen 
for instance in the case of a Dutch photograph of a Capuchin in combination with a 
crucifix, which gave place to a symbol of the Calvary mountain and the suffering of 
Christ. 113 

Another illustrative example is the post-mortem photograph phenomenon. Here it 
is helpful to remember the photographs of Henny and Jati Siahaija to understand it, as 
they would be the equivalent phenomenon in our time. It is of course not a dead person 
photographed anymore, but the function of the photograph is very much the same. The 
post-mortem photographs were issued as a praying print. The modern equivalent is not 
anymore related to prayer, but it is to remembrance and consolation. The post-mortem 
prints were in principle distributed among the relatives and the interested parties, which is 
a shared function to the contemporary Dutch example. However, the fact that post-
mortem images were printed in the same way saints were, gave them some of the saint’s 
holiness. This gives the photograph a status of a relic that carries in it the essence of a 
very powerful presence. This quality of presence still exists in the modern version and it 
is maybe a transformation of a tradition that fulfills the same human need within different 
contexts. The religious element is transformed, but the human reason for the ritual 
remains, which explains the analogies. And because they are both distributed in daily life, 
one as praying print and the other as a printed photograph of a dear presence, it means 
then that they are also a symbol of a more universal message to which a larger public can 
relate to; namely, a reminder of the evanescence of life.  
 
 
 
Photographing the extraordinary  
 
 
From the moment of its appearance and even before, since the moment of people’s need 
for its appearance, photography was related to important moments in the vital cycle of 
individuals, groups of individuals, and groups of groups, revitalizing their identities. “If 
one accepts, with Durkheim, that the function of festivity is to revitalize and recreate the 
group, one will understand why the photograph is associated with it, since it supplies 
means of solemnizing those climatic moments of social life in which the group solemnly 
reaffirms its unity.” 114 In his study of photography in 1965, Bourdieu already reports 
something that is still valid in our present time, that “more than two thirds of 
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photographers […] take photographs either at family festivities or social gatherings, or 
during the summer holidays. There is a very close relation between the presence of 
children in the household and the possession of a camera […] it becomes clear that 
photographic practice only exists and subsists most of the time by virtue of its family 
function or rather by the function conferred upon it by the family group, namely that of 
solemnizing and immortalizing the high points of family life, in short, of reinforcing the 
integration of the family group by reasserting the sense it has both of itself and of its 
unity.” 115 This is why it is not surprising to find at least one album of photographs in 
every household.  

Celebrations and festivities are important as markers of the unfolding of 
individual, familiar and collective identities: they are monuments of the individual or the 
group’s unity. As social ceremonies grow in importance, they start being included in the 
repertoire of things that are worth being photographed, or that are even compelled to be 
captured by the camera. From this, we can make a reading of the evolution of the rituals 
of a determined social group, because as we know, the photographed object is not chosen 
by chance. This is particularly so concerning those times when taking a picture was a 
ritual in itself and implied financial costs that not everybody could afford. A photograph 
was something out of the ordinary. People invested in a wedding photograph for instance, 
where not only the identity of the couple was celebrated, but also the emergence of a new 
family within the social community. Moreover, the wedding itself is a rite de passage 
that marks the turning points of the formation of the different identities involved. 
Photography is here, thus, an important element of consecration in the rite de passage. 

Bourdieu poses that “photographs of major ceremonies are possible because –and 
only because –they capture behavior that is socially approved and regulated. That is, 
behavior that has already been solemnized. Nothing may be photographed apart from that 
which must be photographed.” 116 And when it is, we see that it undergoes a process of 
censorship. Once again, the selection of the photographed object is not just an isolated 
and subjective decision, but it is a choice that is strongly influenced by the aesthetic and 
social values of the group or groups to which the photographer belongs. It is in this sense 
that Bourdieu appropriately considers photographs of ceremonies as real sociograms, and 
proposes that they should be read as such. For a more comprehensive reading, the 
portrayed image becomes then as important as the not portrayed one. We are thus 
interested in what the non-presence is telling us. Because sometimes, as the Chinese 
general Lao Tze poses: “though clay may be molded into a vase, the utility of the vase 
lies in what is not there”. We want thus to venture into the meanings of what is not there: 
the Freudian unsaid. 

Let us take for instance the case of ripped off photographs. Every now and then, 
we find in family archives photos with torn away presences, which for some reason have 
become unwanted in the context of the family group: somebody who once belonged to 
the social circle but who has been punished by this same circle with the disappearance of 
every trace of his or her existence. Having become a disapproved image, these presences 
are symbolically killed in the photograph. However, and because of the above-mentioned 
magic of presence attributed to photography, the photograph is ripped off instead of being 
destroyed, as it does contain images of other presences that are still significant to the 
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group. These are ‘saved’, not only from the unwanted presence that contaminates them, 
but from the destruction of the photograph. 

 
 

 
  
 

We have discussed the fact that we photograph what we think is extraordinary, in 
the literal sense of not being ordinary. The exotic element works as an engine for the 
photographic activity: “If you go abroad, it’s worth taking photographs. But as for us, 
what are we going to photograph? The main street? Or play ‘I’ll take a picture of you and 
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you take one of me?’ No, it’s not worth it!” “Who do you think’s going to be interested in 
taking photographs? We’ve seen each other too many times already! [...] It’s mostly 
outsiders who send postcards. The locals might send cards with “Souvenir of Lesquire” 
and a picture of a drunk, or maybe “There’s good wine in Lesquire”. But never pretty 
views of the village”. 117  

It is as if one takes pictures of oneself only when they belong to a rite de passage, 
because they are postas, turning points in the formation of our identities. Otherwise, it 
seems to be senseless, as we can read in the following remark: “You’re taking a 
photograph of that gate! My goodness! I can tell you we never pay it any attention! Oh, 
yes! It’s very pretty!” The familiar environment is that which one has always seen but 
never looked at because it is ‘taken for granted’. 118 It might be only now, in the new 
context of digital photographing, that one would allow oneself to shut at literally 
anything, even the ‘most unimportant things’, because the costs and the difficulty of the 
photographic procedure have been overcome. But in the different context of the 
photograph as a privilege object, which was the case until not too far away in time, the 
ordinary enjoys definitely no status.  
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Alterity 
 
 
Imaginary Beauty 
 
 
The question of beauty in photography has been of prime importance in the discussions 
of the field, as seen by every attempt either to convince that photography is an art or to 
prove that it is not. There is still, somehow, an aftermath of the prejudices of photography 
as an art that appeared in the context of mechanical inventions. It has also been 
condemned because of its ongoing process towards accessibility, which gave place to a 
more democratized use of it. This is clearly symbolized in the worldwide famous Kodak 
advertisement slogan: You press the button, we do the rest. Nowadays it has become even 
more accessible. This democratization of the medium put the camera in the hands of 
everybody, which created the so called amateur photographers, in contrast with the 
artistic ones. An activity that could only be pursued by some few people with real interest 
and a lot of discipline, became more and more accessible in its technical demands, giving 
place to a broader audience of followers. The fight between ‘artistic’ photographers and 
‘amateur’ ones started, dividing the field with it.  

Although the amateur photographer is usually defined as someone who cannot –or 
will not –achieve the mastery of a profession, Barthes poses another definition, one that is 
more comprehensive of the interaction of the different functions of photography as a 
wide category. He considers that in the field of the photographic practice it is precisely 
the amateur, on the contrary, who is the assumption of the professional, for it is he who 
stands closer to the noeme of photography. 119 Likewise Stieglitz defined an amateur as 
anyone who photographed for personal pleasure. As for he was concerned, only this class 
of photographer was capable of achieving an artistic result, for he was, unlike the 
professional photographer, not compromised to any utilitarian or commercial aims. 120 

The artistic quest for creativity in photography can be summarized in the next 
quote about a French photographer: “So Clergue doesn’t develop his pictures in a bath at 
the temperature indicated? When he develops them in a different way, it will be the result 
that Mr. Clergue is after. By the very fact of developing in a different way from other 
people, he is imprinting his personality, his signature. There are three categories of 
photographers: those who do not develop correctly –they are the mass; those who 
develop correctly –that’s the machine; Clergue develops in his own way: that’s what 
great photographers do’. 121 In the same vain of artistic pursue goes the following 
quotation given to artistic beginners by Dallet Fuguet in an editorial of Camera Notes, the 
photographic journal edited by photographer Alfred Stieglitz: “To know how to bring out 
our negative is science; to know how to bring out your Self is Art. Develop, and develop. 
And develop –yourself.” 122  
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For Bourdieu, in contrast, arts are only those disciplines that require long-term 
training. He does not grant photography the status of art because for him it does not 
require any training, unlike other art disciplines such as music or painting. Bordieau’s 
posture is of importance in our discussion because it represents many of the different 
argumentations against photography as an art. The issue here is that photography does 
require training, like any other art, but this is discovered or learned through using the 
camera itself, which provides immediately a different seeing than the daily one. To have 
the eye or not is the question, Dutch photographer H.A.J. Geurts posed when talking 
about photography. What he actually meant is that you acquire the eye, and for him his 
eye started to change, he said, when his wife started to paint; which brings us back to the 
fact that the vision of the photographer is not only acquired but it develops. Pierre 
Francastel has found the perfect metaphor for this issue of vision when he says that, “the 
camera provides the vision of the Cyclops, not of man. […] what is called ‘normal 
vision’ is simply a selective vision, and that the world is infinitely richer in appearances 
than one would have thought.” 123 To have the eye is to see in relation thus. It is not the 
left or the right eye; it is the relation between them what constitutes vision. Stereo 
photographs are a good metaphor of this: two photographs almost alike that will not 
provide depth unless seen together as a whole. As Rudolph Arnheim puts it, “to see an 
object in space means to see it in context.” 124 This is precisely what Sontag meant when 
she wrote that “Photographic seeing meant an aptitude for discovering beauty in what 
everybody sees but neglects as too ordinary. Photographers were supposed to do more 
than just see the world as it is including its already acclaimed marvels; they were to 
create interest, by new visual decisions”. 125 

The photographer learns through practice that sometimes his seeing is dissociated 
from his final product. He learns as well that the representation of reality sometimes 
frustrates his need of trying to capture it. “The photographer sees in the object the 
photograph he will take. He is not drawn by the object itself but by a certain 
‘photographic material’. This is why imagination is very important for the photographer, 
comparable to that of the musician: when Mozart heard birdsong, what he actually heard 
was possible ‘musical material’ rather than a ‘song’. The photographic gaze perceives 
and captures objects that seem to ‘carry within them ready-made a work of art. But the 
reminiscences of the gaze are only made possible by knowing and associating with 
groups that define a tradition.” 126  

In fact, painting has proven Bourdieu’s argument as invalid since the appearance 
of new trends in modern art prove that the duration of the creative process does not 
necessarily have to be long. Painters like Pollock illustrate this efficiently, as for him it is 
the process that matters, and the product of this process is a relic of it. We are dealing 
once again with a development that does occur, but at different moments than the 
traditionally expected ones. If the criticism of photography as art has to do with the 
hanging of the photographs in galleries and museums, we can say in its favour that 
photography has successfully conquered such spaces, as can be seen for instance in the 
Documenta-2002 in Kassel. Among other contemporary forms of visual art, photography 
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has definitely acquired the status of art. This is again an exemplification of how the 
values attached to what is considered artistic lie not in the objects themselves but in the 
mentalities of the human group that observes them. 

It is true that nowadays everybody can just click and take a picture, but the 
aesthetical judgments are still as valid as in relation to any of the other arts, and are still 
as difficult to delimit, whereas beauty resides in the imaginary. The discussion lies in the 
problematic relationship between what is real and what is true that we have already 
mentioned. We could say that amateur photography has been mainly criticized for its 
clear need for documenting of the real; while art photography has already very early 
separated, or at least has tried to separate itself from this documentation feature. 
Documenting photography wants to capture reality to return to it later. It idealizes it, 
whether consciously or not, because photography romanticizes immediately as it 
transforms the photographed object into an observed one, into an Other that is observed 
not in context but isolated from it. In the case of one’s photograph, ‘I am not me 
anymore’, so we become exotic for ourselves. 127 The documental photographer actually 
fights this intrinsic attribute of photography, although he can never achieve what he 
yearns for. His fight is that of an idealist, as it is also an idealism to want to freeze 
movement. He has to realize that what he gets are, as we have discussed before, just 
fragments of this movement.  

Artistic photography on the other hand, tries to leave this documenting feature 
from the start. It goes after the idealization, the beautification, the alienation of the object 
from its context. In reference to this we hear a member of a photographic club during the 
thirties illustrate how he changed from one posture towards the other: “Before, when you 
took portraits, you wanted, say, the girl you were photographing to be as beautiful as 
possible; now we want the photograph to be as beautiful as possible.” 128 This artistic 
view is not interested in reality but as a medium, which is more in accordance with the 
nature of photography of making representations of presence. For the artist, reality is 
there not to be reproduced or documented, but it is there as an agent for beauty. 

One type of photographer is interested in the content of the image, while the other 
is concerned with the form. But again, if we make a meta-reading of this discussion, we 
could see both approaches to photography as complementary and coexisting in one level. 
Then it is not surprising to find artistic photographs made by the so-called amateurs, and 
documenting photos made by the so-called artists. It is from here, like Szarkowski says 
that “all genres and uses of photography [are] on equal footing: scientific photography, 
photojournalism, documentary, and art photography, all could be measured by the same 
criteria.” 129 And it can be indeed so when measured from the meta-reading proposed. 
Aesthetical judgments are anyway always dynamic and changing with time. Beauty is not 
an absolute concept, and after all, artists are masters of recycling. An old picture that is 
meant as a document can become art in the context of an installation, or what is supposed 
to be a documenting photograph becomes an artistic conceptual one due to its different 
layers of meanings, which, as we know, are culturally influenced. 
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Playing to be others  
 
 
Photography is a multilayered phenomenon as the typology proposed by Coppens shows: 
a reproducing photography that imitates something, a documenting photography that 
illustrates something, and an artistic photography that represents an impression of the 
photographer, 130 being every one of them permeated by the photographer’s choices and 
background. It is demanded to be so many things simultaneously that we forget at times, 
with which identity of photography we are dealing with. And more important, we forget 
to acknowledge photography its representational intrinsic nature. This leads to conceptual 
confusions, as to weather photography is real, (when we have seen that it is because it is 
made of reality) or unreal (which is not, as it is real); truthful (which is not always the 
case, as it can be manipulated and presents always the subjective editing choice of a 
photographer) or fictional (which can be and is often the case). 

This last fictional line of photography is more like a theatrical attribute. The 
French author Roland Barthes has already referred to photography as closer to theater in 
the sense that, “it is [theatrical] by way of a singular intermediary: […] by way of Death: 
to make oneself up was to designate oneself as a body simultaneously living and dead: 
the whitened bust of the totemic theater, the man with the painted face in the Chinese 
theater, the rice-paste makeup of the Indian KathaKali; the Japanese No mask …” 131 We 
have already seen as well that he considers photography as a kind of Tableaux Vivant. 
The fact is that photographs are meant to be looked at, which gives them a tone of stage. 
When people pose, they become actors. They get into their role of the image of 
themselves they want to present for observation. In the case of portraits, they even get 
into their costume, as shown by people who want to be portrayed in their Sunday clothes 
and not in their daily life ones. The photographing act allows our alter ego to appear.  

This theatrical element required from the sitters has to do with the nature of the 
pose. Sontag says in talking about photographer Diane Arbus’ work presented in 1972 
that “Arbus wanted her subjects to be as fully conscious as possible, aware of the act in 
which they were participating. Instead of trying to coax her subjects into a natural or 
typical position, they are encouraged to be awkward, that is, to pose.” 132 And it is 
awkward because it transforms the behavior of the subject into a prepared theatrical act. 
Whether they are asked or not, and as soon as they sense the presence of the camera, 
subjects immediately transform. Sometimes they engage in the attempt of ‘being 
spontaneous’, but this remains just a paradoxical act. This is evidence again that the 
portrait does not document reality in itself, but shows what the sitters want us to see, a 
representation of reality. The self in display for the other. One needs to know the context 
to access the meanings of it because due to the undergone process of ‘making reality up’ 
for the stage, the presented image is an idealized image; and as such, it presents what it is 
not. 

Moreover, the role assumed in front of the camera is mostly never self 
determined, but it is socially and culturally set. This is what Pierre Bourdieu refers to 
when he says that “the meaning of the pose adopted for the photograph can only be 
                                                 
130 Coppens, Het licht van de negentiende eeuw, 11.  
131 Barthes, Camera lucida, 31. 
132 Sontag, On photography, 37. 



 70

understood with relation to the symbolic system in which it takes place and which, […] 
defines the behavior and manners suitable for [the subject’s] relations with other people.” 
“In fact”, he says, “to strike a pose is to offer oneself to be captured in a posture which is 
not and which does not seek to be ‘natural’. The same intention is demonstrated in the 
concern to correct one’s posture, to put on one’s best clothes, the refusal to be surprised 
in an ordinary attitude, at everyday work”. 133 In photography, we allow ourselves to play 
with the others we would like to be. That is why photography has “revealed the path 
along which clients could move from the secular world they inhabited to the sacred world 
of representation –without even realizing it.” 134 They were not anymore the person they 
were in their daily life but a persona. We read for example that in the Dutch city of Den 
Bosch, as in many other places, “churchgoers would, after the Sunday mass in the Sint-
Jan [cathedral], visit [the photographer’s] atelier dressed in their best suits”.135 In relation 
to this, Nadar tells about his sitters and their preoccupation with their appearance: 

 
 

We call women coquettish –their biggest mistake would nevertheless be that they did not 
deserve to be called so- but the constant concern about the impression that our appearance makes 
on others, this coquetry can be reproached a lot more to men. I have detected this all too 
frequently, from the place with the best view.  

Nothing in women can give an idea of the complacence of certain men and the persistent 
care of most of them about their ‘appearance’. […] with the most prominent figures, I noticed 
unrest, great commotion, almost anxiety because of the most insignificant detail of their clothing 
or a ‘nuance in their appearance’. It was pathetic, every now and then, even disgusting. 

Once someone came at daybreak, on the day after he had picked up his photos, 
completely distressed about ‘one’ hair –I am referring to one hair –that was out of line and that he 
absolutely wanted back in line. ‘Could that be possible, mister Nadar? Should we not just start 
afresh …?’ That is what this prominent man came to ask me straightaway early in the morning. 

  He had been awake the whole night –and yet he confessed it to me with all innocence.136 
 
  
 

 The adopted pose is, moreover, a social convention, and as such, we can talk 
about an existing etiquette of portraiture and photographing. That is why “when we deal 
with a personal photograph, we know that the mother is a mother and the father a father; 
in anonymous pictures, the function of the different characters must be clearly 
symbolized. Mother or father or fiancés, the photograph must show them as such.” 137 In 
the case of the individual portrait, and because its function of celebrating the subject in 
the photograph, we will find the person mostly in a frontal position, prominently in the 
center, and assuming his role in front of the camera. In photographing people “centering 
and frontality are the most decisive ways of stressing the value of the object”, says 
Bourdieu. 138 And this is perfectly in tune with the politics of portraiture in painting. With 
wedding photographs for instance, where the couple is the important content, not as two 
people but as a couple, they present themselves in a sort of ‘royal’ role, not only in their 
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clothing but also in their attitude. What the photographer has to achieve in the photograph 
is the capturing of the interactions among people. It is the bond what is important, in the 
frame of their family and social context. 

 
 
 

‘Smile for the camera…!’ 
 
 

The settings for all those photographs taken indoors in front of a decor become a model 
that can be traced in its unfolding through time and space. We see, for instance, the same 
setting that is adapted to the different sitters with the corresponding memorabilia in the 
photographs of Tonia Coolen and Jan Bijnen. For a male sitter, there is a cigar box that 
disappears for the female sitter. The typing machine is on her table and she is actually 
‘caught’ in the moment of using it by the photographer, which suggests that she was 
probable the secretary of the male sitter. The portrait of the male sitter, on the other hand, 
is sitting on his desk, ‘checking his secretary’s work’. Accordingly, we can think of the 
different types of photographs as models in themselves. However, these models are also 
dynamic, as meanings are. In this sense, it is interesting to observe for example how the 
changes in meaning of the ritual of marriage in society are translated in the change of the 
model of the wedding picture. We see now in the Netherlands for instance, that the 
wedding picture is made outdoors and people are not anymore presenting the old stiff 
‘royal’ pose, but a more flexible and ludic one, as if trying to say that marriage tradition 
has broken with the old social model for it. The renewal of the image as a symbolic 
representation of the ritual. 

This ludic element of photographing is very clear in the process of making 
photographs, as tourist photographing clearly shows. But posing, with its theatricality, 
can also be experienced as playful. The inclusion of photographic settings in a fair of the 
nineteenth century already illustrates this, and we can find traces of this same 
phenomenon in the photograph settings proposed for visitors in tourist places. The fishing 
village Volendam, in The Netherlands, is a good example: you enter the studio, borrow a 
traditional custom of a Dutch Volendamer and pose for the photograph. Nothing could be 
more rewarding for a visitor than to take with him a photograph of himself as an Other, 
and this applies both for foreigners as for Dutch themselves, as Dutch visitors are also 
tourists in the context of Volendam’s identity. You take with this photograph not only 
your double as an Other, that is, the Other of the Other; but you take Volendam with you, 
as well as a piece of a past that is already gone.  

It is interesting to note that even today the studio photograph has always a sense 
of ‘original’ in the sense that the studio keeps the negative. Contrary to the normal 
studios, where the negative is stored, in the case of the Volendam studios the negative 
does not need to be stored because the users are visitors, mostly foreigners that come 
from far away and who probably will not ask for a copy in the near future. The 
commercial value of the photograph is also decisive for the user to conform to the idea of 
not getting the negative: every copy implies an extra cost. To ask for the negative implies 
to ask the studio not to profit from ownership of the negative, which is in principle 
impolite and out of the question. The existence of a negative allows for a better quality of 
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the image than a Polaroid, as well as a certain number of copies of the same image. 
However, once the number of copies is decided, the Volendam picture becomes just like 
a Polaroid one in the sense that the negative is gone. With the difference that you can 
decide how many copies you want at the moment, afterwards the Volendam photograph, 
just like the Polaroid camera does, revives the principle of the Daguerreotype: each 
decided print becomes a unique object. The digital scans nowadays, allow to make as 
many copies as we want. However, the studio made photograph is considered as the 
‘original’. And as all copies of visual material, the copies loose in quality, not to mention 
in status of authenticity. 

Every sort of portraiture is, as model, susceptible of iconographical analysis: the 
wedding picture, the group portrait, the individual portrait, the post-mortem portrait, the 
tourist photographs, the photograph intended as artistic, and so forth. In addition, these 
icons should be read within the context of the photograph. For instance, at the time of 
portraiture with daguerreotypes, “the only people who could afford a daguerreotype were  
[…] the aspiring middle classes. Such people had often attained prosperity and status 
only in the present generation, while their origins frequently lay in the obscurity of 
poverty. […] What they wanted was a portrait that would display all their newly acquired 
refinement and dignity as well as the status they occupied in the social hierarchy. Very 
soon after the first studios opened, it became the norm for them to be furnished as a 
domestic interior, so that the sitter could show off both the material means and the 
education they possessed.” 139 “If adopting a certain style of dress was a way of 
distinguishing identity, it was also a sign that a less clear-cut form of experimentation 
was going on. The studio became a place where people could play with identity,” 140 and 
“the room in which the photograph was taken was almost exactly like the props 
department of any theater.” 141  

With these examples, we see how attached photography was to showing social 
status. The studio has the possibility of putting on a setting of a distinguished interior and 
the subject acted as if this interior was his own daily life environment. You could not see 
that in a man walking down the street or posing in front of a public space. Tourist 
photography had the function of showing the status of the person in another way; namely, 
by showing that the person can afford to have a holiday. In the context of the portrait 
studios, the interior presented itself as a better tool to demarcate identity within the social 
group. Bourdieu illustrates this reflection about portraiture when he says that, “the 
different ways of treating the family portrait according to different social classes tend to 
reproduce, in a synchronic way, the different moments of the history of the portrait. How, 
under these conditions, could the representation of society be anything other than the 
representation of a represented society?” 142 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
139 Frizot, A new history of photography, 42. 
140 Ibidem, 112. 
141 Ibidem, 119. 
142 Bourdieu, Photography, 83. 
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This Volendam studio photograph that was taken because “it was a fun thing to do”. Thereafter 
it went home to Mexico with one of the sitters as a souvenir of her visit to The Netherlands. The 
woman at the center is Rosario Güel Frías, the sister of the groom (first man from the right). She 
had come to ‘represent’ the Mexican family of the groom in the wedding. However, it also went 
home with the rest of the portrayed subjects, who are a family conformed by Rafael Güel Frías 
(the groom), a Mexican man; and Maria van der Drift, a Dutch woman with her daughter Amy 
Trok (first from the right) and her son Wim Trok (first man from the left). Since then it has been 
in their living room in Amsterdam, along with other photographs that commemorate the family 
members’ identities, either individually or as a group. When asked if they had any other family 
photographs, it was described by one of the members of the family as “actually the only official 
photograph of the family”. From a souvenir, it transformed into a portrait of the family as a unit.   
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Upper: Tonia Coolen, from Waalre, The Netherlands.  
Former page: Photographer Jan Bijnen, also from Waalre.  
Next page: Mulder Hurkens from the Loonse watermill, in Waalre. Posing 
with him, his two daughters, dressed in traditional costume. It cannot go 
unnoticed that the chosen décor and pose resembles the settings of paintings 
from the Dutch painter Johannes Vermeer (Delft 1632-1675). 



 76

 

 
 

 
 

 
Playing on the streets 

 
 

But not only people become actors in the frame, streets become also a theatrical stage by 
means of photography. “The street scene as endless chance of juxtapositions, a 
cornucopia of imagery.” 143 It happens particularly in those cases when the photographer 
would travel around, in fairs, with a setting of an interior that was placed out in the 
streets. Here we have the interiors becoming exterior. For a moment, the street turns into 
theater, into a play, both in its denotation of theatrical script and of game. Before 
announcing the invention of daguerreotype, Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre made a 
version of a Panorama called the ‘diorama’, which was considered to present an 

                                                 
143 Westerbeck, Bystander, 42. 
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aesthetical continuity with the later daguerreotype by the essayist Walter Benjamin. 144 In 
his essay Paris, Capital of the nineteenth century, he wrote that, “panoramas, which 
declare a revolution in the relation of art to technology, are at the same time an 
expression of a new feeling about life … In the panoramas the city dilates to become a 
landscape, as it does in a subtler way for the flâneur.” 145   

Photography transformed the daily life street rhythm into a momentary 
playground, and it was very successful. We read for example that in 1859, during the Fair 
of Saint Nicolas in Den Bosch, The Netherlands, there were on the square at least ten 
portrait studios. The newspaper Provinciale Noord-brabantsche en ‘s-Hertogenbossche 
Courant on December 1, 1859 reported: “It seems that the fair in honor of Saint Nicolas 
will be extraordinarily busy […] There will also be enough opportunity to have your 
portrait done, there are no less than ten photographers present with their tents in the 
square, under which you can find two very big salons, like those of Dr. Loek-Sax & Cie. 
en Huysman, both already favourably known since several years around here”. 146  

Another theatrical function of photography was the case of ‘magic-photography’ 
as a fair attraction. This is how photography became literally a magic trick. We find an 
advertisement for these sort portraits on June 1866, also in Den Bosch, made by Gerbrand 
Nijman that reads, ‘magic-photographs of your own portrait’. “They were called magical 
because an image appeared on a seemingly white paper as soon as the paper came in 
touch with ammoniac, derived from the smoke of a cigar or cigarette. The preparation of 
the photographer went as follows. The last operation of a normal developed and fixed 
photograph did not consist of the coloring in a gold-bath, but of an immersion in 
mercury-chloride. The image became then visible. With ammoniac damp it could be 
made visible again.” 147 And the magic was performed. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Photographer Jan Bijnen sitting in front of his decor on the streets. The 
photographer behind the camera either missed the point of the concept of such a 
photograph, or he wanted to, on purpose, uncover the trick. We can see from the 
bottom of the image that the first image was printed from a glass plate. The right 
hand side of the image shows, however, that the second image came from a 
negative of the former image. This last image comes from the digital scan of the 
negative.                    

 
                                                 
144 Daguerre was a pupil of the panorama painter Prevost, whose establishment was situated in De Passage 
Des Panoramas […] In 1839 Daguerre’s panorama burns down and in the same year he announces the 
invention of the daguerreotype. See Westerbeck, Bystander, 43. 
145 Westerbeck, ibidem, 43. 
146 Coppens, Het licht van de negentiende eeuw, 1. My translation from the Dutch. 
147 Ibidem, 30. My translation from the Dutch. 
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The photographs of the street are also depicting iconographically the identity of 
the places they portray. Mostly we do not see just any street, but streets that demarcate 
elements of the place that show its identity as a place. We see then either the marketplace, 
or the church, the monuments; in short, all those places that in turn tell us something 
about the identity of the social group itself. Places that are markers of its identity. In this 
sense, the identities of both the social group and the villages or cities intermingle.   

On another vein, and according to the well-known opening of Hartley’s novel, 
The Go-between, 148 “the past is another country; they do things differently there”. This 
alienation from the past that we experience makes it indeed another country, it becomes 
an other, and just like any otherness, it is romanticized. This exotic feature of the past 
makes it attractive, as shown by the act of ‘playing to be in the past’, as in all 
                                                 
148 Awarded novel by the British novelist Leslie Poles Hartley (1895-1972). 
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photographs that are made in evocation of the old ones. An example of this is the street 
photographer Károly Almos, a Dutch-Hungarian photographer that works today with real 
magnesium flashlights and a self-adapted street-camera he calls El Minutero. The camera 
is an antique roman gypsy wooden one from Bucarest that was widely used in the 
beginning of the twentieth century by street photographers. Furthermore, and that is 
Károly’s main feature, the camera is used also as a darkroom, with photo paper and 
chemicals inside the wooden box. The exposure produces a negative that is developed 
inside the camera. Afterwards this negative is reproduced at one stroke before the 
camera. Once the positive has been saved, it is colored in brown, which gives the 
photograph its back-in-time character. The sepia colored prints are finally placed in a 
passe-partout for the clients. The past is then used as a playground for new identities and 
offers the possibility to the sitters to become part of an idealized image of it. 

Although Károly has worked abroad, he works nowadays as a street photographer 
mainly in the Netherlands and Belgium. He also receives assignments from companies 
that celebrate a jubilee, or schools that have an exam party, weddings, museums, as well 
as private customers interested in having a portrait made in the old-fashioned way. The 
past is therefore, a successful playground. When it is not the street, a painted background, 
as well as some more attributes of the old times, like a hat, help to give the photograph 
the old sphere. 149 But even when he uses the street as a décor, he takes a table and his 
parrot, to help the sitters dissociate themselves from the daily life to enter into a theatrical 
one. And just as old photographs are collected as unique items, especially in the case of 
daguerreotypes, the sepia photographs of Károly, “the nostalgic photographer”, have 
become collectable for all those lovers of special photographs. After all, each of his 
photographs is an original one of which there is no copy. 150 

 
 

      

                                                 
149 See www.nostalgischfotograaf.nl, www.hab3045.nl/nl/medewerkers.htm, 
www.schworks.nl/grietmarkt.htm, and www.buurtonline.nlamsterdam/nieuwmarkt/. (10-Nov-05) 
150 www.clubs.nl286871/Sepia_Fotografie.htm. (10-Nov-05) 
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“Nostalgic photographer” Károly Almos, 
photographing in the streets of Amsterdam. He uses this prentbriefkaart as a calling card. 

 
 
 
 Another example of theatricality in photography that is not related to theater in 
the sense of playfulness but more in the sense of pretense, of presenting something “as 
if…”, would be the already mentioned post-mortem portrait. Photographer Jan Coppens 
tells us in relationship to this sort of portraits that in the nineteenth century “the amount 
of deaths among infants was high. Frequently the mothers did not even have time to have 
the photograph of the newborn child taken. Rather than being without any token of 
memory, they let themselves be photographed with the dead child on their lap in such a 
way indeed that it would seem as if the baby was just lightly asleep.” 151 This is also a 
telling example of the dynamic changes in meaning of an image: what used to be a 
consolation to a mother for the death of her newborn child is experienced as a shocking 
and confronting image in the context of the values of our society right now. What in one 
century was considered as a respectful loving act, in the next it is considered morbid: 
nobody would even dare to think of making such a photograph. Once again, we meet 
with the difference in meanings attached to one phenomenon given by the ever-changing 
values of human groups. 
 We have seen so far then that the photographic phenomenon in its various stages; 
that of deciding the frame, the making of the image, the consumption of the photograph, 
and the recycling of it, invests the photographic experience with meanings that are 
dynamical in their unfolding through space and time. We have also discussed that all 

                                                 
151 Coppens, Het licht van de negentiende eeuw, 36. My translation from the Dutch. 
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these meanings can be framed by a more comprehensive approach of photography; 
namely, the meta-observation that will promote readings that allow all the different faces 
of photography to coexist. We will not be then caught anymore in the levels of the eternal 
discussion of whether photography should be documenting or artistic, as in this meta-
reading photography can be both. From here we will not be engaged neither in the 
defense of the subjects that photography depicts, nor in finding whether photography is 
true or false.                                                                              
 Placed out of these discussions we can then move on to observe the interactions 
between all the different identities that photography has. We will be able to see in 
relation, to give each role of photography a context. We will be moving in the terrains of 
the imaginary, where photography is transformed by the touch with human beings and 
their stories into an organic system. The medium offers us then an entrance into other 
worlds, of “imaginations and utopias”. 152 There we will be able to discover that 
photographs are indeed effective sellers of illusions, but that “illusions are”, in the mental 
domain of the imaginary, nothing less and nothing more than “perceptual realities”. 153  
 
  
 
Chasing moments  
 
 
“From where, and how, did the idea evolve that one might catch a picture in a net, as one 
might catch not only the butterfly but the piece of sky in which it flew?”, reflects 
Szarkowski. 154 His question makes us think about this vein of presence ascribed to a 
photograph and about how places can be ‘possessed’ and taken. We read that 
photographer Eugéne Atget for instance, explained how he appropriated Paris: “for more 
than 20 years, through my own labor and individual initiative, in all the venerable streets 
of Old Paris, I have been making photographic negatives. This enormous artistic and 
documentary collection is today complete. I can truthfully say that I posses all of Old 
Paris”. 155 There is no need to mention how his photographs have changed in meaning 
and acquired an artistic status, being highly valued as such. Moreover, this apparently 
innocent remark contains the seeds for a reflection on two important aspects of 
photography: that of ownership and that of collecting. It is not for nothing that 
photography has been related to owning and gathering since its appearance. After all, a 
photograph can always be reduced to an object, and as such, it can be acquired, stored, 
collected and destroyed.  

From the perspective of its material nature, we can only but agree with Sontag in 
that “photographs are fragile objects. 156 And it is precisely this fragility which provokes 
in the collector the urge to “save what is still left” when it is still there, and not only in 
the literal but in the figurative sense. Atget wanted for instance, to save a Paris she knew 
was disappearing as she photographed. Dutch collector and photographer August 

                                                 
152 Swinnen, quoted in: Balkena & Slager (ed.), The photographic paradigm, 11. 
153 Rashid Elisha, quoted in: Zakia, Perception and imaging, 148. 
154 Szarkowsky, Photography until now, 15 
155 Weinberg, From the heart, 19. 
156 Sontag, On photography, 4. 
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Grégoire explains on another example that the origins of his drive to collect old 
photographs started when one of his friends promised to give him a daguerreotype. 
However, he had to wait until he had changed his wallpaper because the photograph was 
covering a stain on the wall. As if fulfilling one of the lowest functions of an image was 
not enough; namely to cover a stain, the daguerreotype was damaged after being 
‘cleaned’ by the lady of the house, which cause the photographic image to fade! 157 Even 
though he repeatedly told this story and had different versions of it, he kept always a 
basic fact: it was the destruction of one single daguerreotype what moved him to try to 
save as many daguerreotypes in ownership of private hands as he possibly could. 

On this line of collecting as a rescuing action of what seems to be endangered, 
French collector André Jammes, who concentrated since 1955 on the compilation of 
nineteenth century photographs, published about the ideal that all art collectors seem to 
share: “Some motives of the collector are personal and move him deeply. One of the 
clearest is, again, the wish to protect works of art against their destruction. A collection is 
often the result of somebody’s activity who appreciates that a particular form of artistic 
creation threatens to fall into oblivion.” 158 The collection of lawyer Mr. Bert Hartkamp 
(1916) “Women in Photography”, is also since 1984 at the Governmental Agency of Fine 
Arts in The Hague. This collector experienced the worse nightmare of all collectors: he 
witnessed his collection being destroyed by fire in 1972. However, he managed to build it 
up again almost completely. In 1984, he sold it to the Government after which he started 
collecting again.  

Accordingly, it seems that the function of museums is of great importance in the 
preservation of important collections. But it becomes also clear and it has to be pointed 
out that the function of the collector is in turn of great importance in the forming of the 
different bodies of cultural heritage. The museum helps as well to fulfill one of the basic 
needs of a collector, that of the display of the unities that have so carefully and 
systematically being put together by him. In this stage of musealization of the collected 
bodies, the collections enter into new phases, one of them being the confirmation of the 
identity of the group in question. This is why it is not a surprise that sometimes; when 
social institutions need to make use of images, it is to the collector they turn to. In this 
sense, the photograph collector is the man who assembles the group’s photographic 
album whose path as object is similar to the family album in terms of its functions and 
meanings.  

In this same sense of dynamic development is that Grégoire, in his lecture One 
hundred years of portrait photography, which was held in 1935 at the Association of 
Amateur Photographers of The Hague (HAVF)159 describes the photographic 
development as a wave movement: arrival, decline, and renewed arrival. When we hear 
Grégoire posing that the decline of photography started when it was ‘degraded to a fair 
attraction’ we can clearly see that this definition was of course permeated by his own 
values. In the meantime, from a broader perspective and with another meaning, we could 

                                                 
157 Grégoire, ‘Een fotografisch Museum’, in: ‘Nederlandsch Jaarboek voor Fotokunst’, 24. My translation 
from the Dutch. 
158 Jammes, ‘Pour une musée ideale de la photographie’, in: Leijerzapf, Het fotografisch Museum van 
Auguste Grégoire, 22. My translation into English from the Dutch.  
159 Haagse Amateur Fotografen Vereeiniging (HAVF). 
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say that this simply represents the dynamic movement of an object within a cultural 
context. 

But in relationship to a photograph (including all procedés) the question would 
be: what is there to own and save? If we remain in the level of the materiality of 
photography, we own but little pieces of paper, glass, metal and even leather, with images 
on them. Physically they could have just the value of the material they are on but the 
images, in connection with people’s imaginaries, have the power to create inner worlds, 
representations, entire universes to possess and be possessed by. In this context, Atget 
can then engage in the collection and possession of Paris, because as he says, “to 
photograph is to appropriate the thing photographed. […] Photographed images do not 
seem to be statements about the world so much as pieces of it, miniatures of reality that 
anyone can make or acquire”. 160 And in doing so the image turns also into an object that 
can be subjected to the same treatment as the material object that carries it: it is produced, 
it can be bought, transported, kept, collected …  but it can also be destroyed and 
disappear.  

Because they can be collected and organized for display is that we find 
photographs in albums of all sorts, even in objects of all sorts; such as t-shirts, key 
holders, cups, etc. They are also framed and displayed in walls, or given as presents, or 
projected as slides, or digitalized and projected through computers. However, the albums 
are particularly interesting as a cultural phenomenon in the context of our discussion 
about the materiality of photography, because they provide the display of the photographs 
they contain with a particular unity within the frame of a larger display: they are not just 
one isolated photograph but a complete body of images, with its own logic and its 
particular setting. Photography books play the same role, and they could be considered a 
variation on the theme of albums, particularly when they are organized under categories 
of topics, whichever they are. This in turn, resembles more the organization of 
photographs as collections of images. 

 
 
 
Brief ethnology of the shoebox  

 
 

There is certain coherence in the organization of photographs, which in turn reflects the 
mental organization of those who put the albums together. In this sense, we might wonder 
what the model of approach towards the photographic albums would be. That is, we 
would want to know who the makers are/were, if there is a central theme structuring the 
organization of the visual content, what the reason for being put together is, where they 
are kept and if they are kept or not, when they are shown to others and to whom they are 
shown to. And of course what is done with the collected bodies of photographs. In 
summary, all what provides us with information about the context of the album as a 
cultural manifestation.  

When we think of photographic albums, we rarely associate them only with the 
old family pictures anymore, as the album is now a common object that helps us re-live 

                                                 
160 Sontag, On photography, 4. 
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nice memories of enjoyed holidays. Everybody has not just one but many of these 
exemplars and they are so successful in this time of accessible traveling that it is no 
surprise to find bookshelves totally dedicated to them, even when one does not consider 
oneself a collector. They await in there, ready to display those memories we want to 
remember when we want to remember them. Moreover, photographs become an excuse 
to exercise oral tradition, as the viewers become story tellers when looking at them. In 
accordance to Bourdieu’s judgment of them as markers of important moments in the 
formation and definition of people and group’s identities, it is an important record of the 
development of the child/children in a family, or of the configuration of the family itself. 
Communities do the same, as it is shown by all those local books showing old pictures, 
mostly reproductions of prentbriefkaarten. We could consider all those publications as 
the local photographic albums depicting the significant moments in the development of 
the community in question.  

Therefore, the act of putting the albums together is also a cultural activity that 
deserves a deeper attention. We can think for instance about Queen Victoria’s enthusiasm 
for photographs, which was translated into her collection of hundreds of albums in which 
she collected portraits from every foreign court. Victorian albums are considered so 
beautiful that until now they are models for the modern ones, as we can see in a modern 
book written by Marianne Perlot about techniques for designing albums. Her book, 
Fotoalbums. Verzamelde herinneringen, can be considered as a guideline for putting 
albums of photographs together, and one of these ‘techniques’ is precisely ‘making the 
new look old’, that is to say, to arrange and design your album pages in such a way that 
they recreate the old nineteenth century ones. Perlot’s book can be found under the 
department of hobby books and creative activities. In libraries, it is also placed under the 
same rubric, and its goal is to help people with ideas about how to put an album together 
with some accessible ‘techniques’. If this book exists, it means there is a reader for it, and 
therefore the need for putting albums together. And although it is not meant as a 
reflection on the phenomenon of the album, it will help us in doing so.  

Perlot states that organizing albums is an activity everybody does. However true 
for this generation and in a certain context, as shown by the many albums sold for that 
purpose in department stores and photography shops, it has not always been so for other 
generations and in other places. As an example, I would like to offer a reflection on the 
shoebox, based on an interview I had with Mrs. Laumen, from Limburg, in the spring of 
2003. She is a sixty six year old woman who was married to a photographer, and among 
the many sorts of photographs she owns, she has indeed many photograph albums of their 
holidays together, standing neatly in a row at the living room bookshelf. Although they 
also document their whereabouts, her husband’s photographs were made as non-
documenting photography, and he organized them in his own way in his studio. Some of 
them had been exhibited and were even framed. But in addition, carefully kept in her 
closet, she has different sets of shoe boxes with photographs in them. When asked why 
she never put the photographs into albums, she answered that, “My father used to keep 
photographs this way, in shoe boxes, and so I like doing the same. I have a shoebox with 
my parent’s photographs, another one for every one of my children, and another one with 
pictures of myself from when I was younger.” And they are all labeled accordingly in her 
handwriting. She then opened one of the shoeboxes and shared with me her youth 
photographs, together with her memories around them, demonstrating with this action 
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that inside a shoebox, sometimes you can find much more than just an ordinary pair of 
shoes.  

Mrs. Laumen, with her shoeboxes, made use of the powerful function of 
photographs as maps of identities. It was on the very same day of her husband’s death 
that one of her shoeboxes was taken out from the closet. Contrary to what one might have 
expected it was not the one with photographs of her husband, as she never has had any 
trouble remembering him, but the one with her own name on it. She went through all the 
photographs, one by one, as if trying to reassemble herself, image by image. The shoebox 
was the device that provided the reaffirmation of identity she needed. Two years later, 
suffering from a loss of memory caused by Parkinson, she has short-term memory loss 
with periods of lucid long term memory information. Her photographs have become her 
memory. Although in a different context, she still uses them to try to reassemble herself. 
The visual content still detonates stories that otherwise are starting to get lost in her mind. 
She can still find the company of her significant presences there. In that sense, her 
shoeboxes bring her loved ones back to her, over and over, until one day, sadly, her mind 
will not have a grip anymore and her photographs will become then just pieces of papers 
inside what will appear to her as just an ordinary and inexplicable shoebox. Her papers 
with memory will then indeed become just papers. 

The same reflection on the shoebox can be made about cigar boxes, as it is a 
commonplace to keep family photographs. They are containers after all, suitable for 
keeping photographs. They have the smell of cedar wood for a while, and opening them 
can remind you of that olfactory pleasure, anticipating that one offered afterwards by the 
imaginary journey through the old family photographs. More than once, I have been 
invited into a cigar box of havanos. Mostly the cedar smell is already gone, but they 
certainly keep the smell of time inside. In the functional sense, cedar wood is furthermore 
great material against moths, not to mention that the boxes are beautifully decorated and 
therefore, associated mostly to a certain degree of luxury and status. It is not for nothing 
that in some of the decors used for studio photographs, there is sometimes a cigar box 
speaking about elegance and class. They could be of a familiar national brand, but it can 
well be as exotic as a Cuban havano. 

The album is also of importance in the sense that it is a rite de passage, as it 
represents the change from the private world of home and family, that of Mrs. Laumen’s 
boxes (and photographs) not in display but in the closet, to a social one, or that of Mrs. 
Laumen’s living room bookshelf. Her husband’s photographs, on the contrary, were 
framed and exhibited together in the main room of the house, together with other art 
objects. As Bourdieu poses, “ceremonial photographs are too solemn or too intimate to be 
shown in the space areas where everyday life goes on; they can only be displayed in the 
dining room, the drawing room or, in the case of more personal pictures, such as 
photographs of deceased parents, in the bedroom, along with the religious pictures”. 161 
However, it must be noted that this is again culturally and even individually determined, 
as we see that in other cultural settings, it is precisely that public space that offers the 
possibility of musealization needed for the confirmation of the sacrality of the 
photograph.  

 
 

                                                 
161 Bourdieu, Photography, 24. 
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Both photographs came from a cigar box. They were made by 
photographer Jan Bijnen, printed later from the glass plates, and then 
digitally photographed. 

 
 
 
In the context of albums, we must point out that photography is in itself already a 

form of musealization. It collects images for display. A gallery of photographs is a 
musealization of the musealization. A photographic album and a book of photographs, 
represent thus, in this sense, the exact same thing. This was beautifully stated in the 
Journal Amusant in France on February 18, 1860, in the context of albums for carte de 
visite portraits: “He dubbed them “new family museums”. It goes on saying that, as soon 
as cartes de visite started being mass-produced, they spread like wildfire. This in turn 
made the appearance of albums, “truly portable museums”, inevitable. 162 Later this same 
phenomenon would occur in relation to the also successful one of the prentbriefkaart 
albums. 163 

The power of association that photographs have causes the album to acquire 
different meanings, but it is particularly its connection to other people what gives it its 
significance. We corroborate this when we read that for Perlot “the idea of the scrapbook 
is not as attractive as that of the photographic album, because after all it is about the 
photos and the memories attached to them”. 164 She considers such album as a “special 
greeting card for oneself”. When used as a gift for others, she states that “time is 

                                                 
162 Frizot, A new history of photography, 120. 
163 Prentbriefkaart is used henceforth to refer to picture postcards. See Appendix Two. 
164 Perlot, Fotoalbums.  
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something valuable” and that is why for her it is appreciated that somebody takes the 
time to make such an album. The imprint of other human being’s touch makes the object 
‘better’ than if it was just an album acquired in a shop.  

Albums that fulfilled the function of gifts to others are not a modern invention 
however. In connection to carte de visite portraits we find that in the nineteenth century, 
they were also used as gifts for significant events in the demarcation of individual and 
collective identities. They were used then in anniversaries for instance, or on occasion of 
a colleague’s leave. Even further back, in 1864, we find albums were used as gifts. For 
example, after the celebration of the wedding anniversary of the textile producer Jan 
Nicolaas Diepen from Tilburg and his wife Madeleine van der Voort, there is an album 
left with the carte de visite portraits of all the twenty-four invited guests.165 

Perlot’s book is intended as a source of inspiration for others but it provides 
useful information not only about the cycle of the photo album as an object but of the 
image: a photograph that provokes immediate associations, which in turn provoke 
associations to the past, which in turn give place to family line associations. Or it tells us 
about the cycle of the image which starts as an image, turns into photograph, and then 
turns into an album of photographs. Perlot’s book is intended to promote the latter; 
namely, the making of albums as a recreational activity. This recycling process of the 
image has to do in the end with the instrumentalization of the change in meanings of the 
image. And it mentions one of the key words that can be attached to the whole 
phenomenon of collecting photographs: it is an activity to be enjoyed. The element of 
playfulness in relation to photography is also taken into account within the broader 
context of a group activity in the particular case of the prentbriefkaart collection. In the 
introduction of the website of the VDP 166 they say in this vein that “of course you can 
collect [prentbriefkaarten] on your own, but it becomes so much better when you do it 
together with others”.   

It is interesting to point out that what Perlot does with her book is in fact just 
adding a new phase to the chain of functions of the object in question. First, you made a 
photograph for reasons that had nothing to do with the coming phases of the image. The 
photographer releases the shooter for his own personal reasons and then produces a 
photograph. Then it is collected in albums. Nevertheless, Perlot goes further when she 
advises in her book that it is good to make many pictures of the same event, “so that you 
can tell a complete story”. Therefore, with the making of an album in mind, “I now make 
photographs of things that I would normally never make”. 167 Thus, the album determines 
the image and not vice versa. This is indeed a remarkable example of change in function 
of the image. Some pages later, she advises in accordance, never to forget to think of the 
album when making the photographs.  

Memories can become just another object in the commercial market, with a 
determined economical value, just like the images, the photographs, the 
prentbriefkaarten, the albums, etc. Based on the sorts of albums she mentions and just 
like with photographs, we can arrive at the following typology of albums based on the 

                                                 
165 Coppens, Het licht van de negentiende eeuw, 34. My translation from the Dutch. Nicolaas Diepen is 
forefather of contemporary Dutch photographer Rees Diepen, from Tilburg. 
166 Society of Documentation of the Prentbriefkaart in The Netherlands. See chapter ‘The prentbriefkaart 
under sea level’. 
167 Perlot, Fotoalbums, 6. My translation from the Dutch. 
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process of identity formation: 1) Individual identity related ones such as nostalgic photo 
albums (old photographs or new photographs that are manipulated to look old), birth or 
baby albums, children albums. 2) Family identity related ones such as family portrait 
albums (family tree or family photographs), marriage reportages, holidays, a move to 
another house, the garden. 3) Community group related ones such as the House of the 
Oranjes (royalty albums). Again, depending on the contextualization, we can find one of 
these examples of albums as belonging to one or more of the three types, either at 
different times or simultaneously. 

Another statement in Perlot’s book interesting of reflecting upon has to do with 
the quality of photographs, which leads us to the ever-met question of beauty in relation 
to photography. Acknowledging that she is not a professional photographer, she reports 
however, that she has noticed that it is better to work with ‘beautiful photos than with bad 
ones’. However, she continues, “What is a bad photo? Every photo is a memory, and that 
is what it is all about”. And with this discussion about the quality of the photographs or 
their content in terms of memories, we meet again, at another level, with the eternal fight 
of photography’s different identities; namely, the artistic and the documenting one.  
 But because collecting has not been the only function that albums fulfilled, we 
read for instance that besides their already described function as social contacts, they 
functioned also as important elements in the dynamics of family interactions. In this 
respect, writer Emile Zolá refers to them in one of his novels:  
 

“When it rained or when they were bored, the album became the center of conversation. Then they 
spent hours debating Ecrevisse’s hair, Madame de Meinhold’s double chin, Lawren’s eyes, 
Blanche Muller’s neck, the Countess’s slightly crooked nose or little Silvya’s mouth, famed for its 
heavy lips”. 168 On January 1965, Mrs. B.C., from Grenoble, Isére, describes the same function of 
albums within the context of family interactions: “In a large family, everyone knows that even 
good understanding cannot prevent cousins, uncles and aunts from sometimes having stormy or 
wearing conversations. Whenever I feel that tempers are fraying I take out our family photograph 
album. Everyone rushes over, everyone is amazed, and they rediscover themselves, as babies and 
teenagers. There’s nothing like it for calming them down, and everything settles down again”.169 

 
 

There are also reports that in the nineteenth century one could find within family 
albums portraits of royalty as well as of religious authorities, sometimes loved family 
members who belonged to the clergy or who had chosen for a monastic life. 170 Family 
albums have always functioned as a sample of what is customary in the context were they 
are put together, and in this particular case the inclusion of a royal or a religious figure 
within the family portrait; that is, the album implied that the respectability of these 
portrayed characters could be extended to the members of the family. They were 
displayed as if to say to the world that they were a respectable family that was in strong 
connection to the values appreciated by the community. After all, what is displayed is 
always only what we want others to see. The element of display is core in the existence of 
albums. 

                                                 
168 Frizot, A new history of photography, 120. 
169 Elle, 14 January 1965, “Les lectrices bavardent (Readers Chat)” as epigraph in: Bourdieu, Photography, 
13. 
170 Coppens, Het licht van de negentiende eeuw, 34. My translation from the Dutch. 
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There are many functions fulfilled by it, but in essence, we must agree with 
Bourdieu’s lucid description of the album when he poses that it expresses the essence of 
social memory. This relates the phenomenon of the album with identity formation in deep 
connection with death, our own one and that of others, as well as that of vanishing 
moments: 171 

 
“There is nothing more unlike the introspective ‘search for lost time’ than those displays 

of family photographs with their commentaries, the ritual of integration that the family makes its 
new members undergo. The images of the past arranged in chronological order, the logical order 
of social memory, evoke and communicate the memory of events which deserve to be presented 
because the group sees a factor of unification in the monuments of its past unity or –which 
amounts to the same thing – because it draws confirmation of its present unity from its past: This 
is why there is nothing more decent, reassuring and edifying than a family album; all the unique 
experiences that give the individual memory the particularity of a secret are banished from it, and 
the common past or, perhaps, the highest common denominator of the past, has all the clarity of a 
faithfully visited gravestone. Because, while seeming to evoke the past, photography actually 
exorcizes it by recalling it as such, it fulfills the normalizing function that society confers on 
funeral rites, namely at once recalling the memory of the departed and the memory of their 
passing, recalling that they lived, that they are dead and buried and that they continue on in the 
living.  

 
 

             
 
 

Symbolic for a big scale photo album stands this commemorative photo-video-installation at 
the Memorial Center Westerbork Camp, displaying the photographic and video documents 
(symbolizing photographs) of Dutch dead Jews. Here a group of photographs is displayed as 
what could be named as the symbolical portrait of ‘the deceased Jew’.        

                                                 
171 Bourdieu, Photography, 30-31. 
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To collect, to gather, to unite 
 
 

To photograph and to keep are in principle two different action words that have, however, 
a close relationship to each other. To photograph something is to keep it, as we have seen 
with Atget for instance. But as concrete objects, photographs are kept and stored, as we 
have seen with the many examples of albums and boxes containing photographs. This 
relationship of the aforementioned words is beautifully summarized in the Hungarian 
language, where to keep and to photograph is just one word. 172 On the subject of 
collections, Sontag has written that “any collection of photographs is an exercise in 
Surrealist montage and the Surrealist abbreviation of history.” 173 But however surrealist 
they may seem, when we look closer to these bodies of images, we will find that there is 
in fact a clearer logic to this apparently illogical organization than we had expected. 
Mostly there is a distinct story told and depicted, for which images are carefully selected 
and organized, and they are mainly related to what photographs themselves are: a 
marking of personal or group identity. And being identity a dynamic notion, as we have 
discussed, the photographic album presents itself as dynamic in relation to its owners. 
“To renew the old world”. [Walter] Benjamin wrote, “that is the collector’s deepest 
desire when he is driven to acquire new things”.  

The collector is driven by the need of creating a universe of his own. He acquires 
and organizes his objects and gives them an order. It is a new order and it provides the 
object with new meanings. In a way, it is like trying to make sense in a consciously 
delimited space, that is mental in principle, but that translates into the material world as 
the collection. In this sense, the collection is a crop from a chaos that is carefully and 
systematically ordered by the collector. That there are as many organizations as 
collectors, explains why it sometimes appears to be a surreal arrangement. This is why 
collecting in itself is also a human activity worth reflecting upon. And the first question 
in our minds goes immediately to why people collect things. Another important issue is 
of course the collected object: we are interested in the reason why an object in particular 
catches the attention of a collector in particular. And just like with the albums and the 
photographs, we would want to know what happens to the collections, what are the paths 
they undergo in their contact both with the collector and his environment.  

But let us begin by exploring the concept of collecting. It is an activity that 
implies the actions of grouping, assembling and uniting things. A demarcation of a body 
of objects takes place and in due time it will give shape to a coherent unity. Because there 
is a selected demarcation of this unity is that we can find sometimes the beginning and 
end of a collection. However, sometimes the demarcation can be too vague and the 
collection appears to be endless. This happens for instance, when we have a collector of 
photographs that makes the borders of the collection too broad; this means that any 
photograph can be part of that unity. This might lead to an everlasting collecting activity. 
However, if we add that we want to collect old photographs, that makes the limits more 
specific and therefore the collection becomes more specific as well. If we go on and say 
that we will collect old photographs of music instruments, then it becomes even more 
specific. And so we can go on circumscribing our field of action. The more specific our 
                                                 
172 Photographer Peter Korniss, Hungary, in: Meijer, et.al., Het Fotografische Geheugen.  
173 Sontag, Photography, 68. 
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limits to the collection, the more specific the collection will be and the easier it will be to 
give it a unity. This depends strictly on the talent of the collector to do so. In the world of 
collecting there are collectors … and collectors, as we shall see. 

Nevertheless, mostly the demarcation of the field of collecting is directly related 
to the demarcation of the collector’s own identity. This is maybe one of the reasons why 
the collector is so attached to his creation. In the case of art collectors, it has to do in 
principle with a personal field of interest that is worldwide accepted and that has no need 
for further explaination. But in other cases, collections need to be defended and justified, 
as it is the case of collectors of prentbriefkaarten for instance, or of any other object that 
does not enjoy a general status among the general public. Needless is to say that the 
collecting of prentbriefkaarten is not as valued as that of art, or that the owner of a 
photograph by Stieglitz is better recognized than somebody who owns a prentbriefkaart 
by a well known prentbriefkaart publisher. The difference in price is already illustrative 
of this. 

Depending on the theme and on the demarcation of the collector’s area, there will 
be collections that are completed as well as ongoing ones. But the unity achieved by 
those who have managed to organize their objects into a unity do not wish to see it 
destroyed. It is like a puzzle in which people have invested time and energy assembling, 
and when it is finished they wish to preserve it as a whole. This is why many collectors 
make the necessary arrangements to assure the future of their collection. They want to 
guarantee that it will remain ‘alive’ as a unity. It is in a way, just like with photographs, 
that this concretized unity can outlive the collector and in turn provide him a sense of 
immortality. It is a legacy and as such, it needs to be protected. We hear for instance 
Dutch collector of prints saying in this respect that he was very pleased that his collection 
of Spanish prints went to another ‘serious collector’ of prints, Nico Boerma, and not to 
anybody else. The first reason is that the collection will be properly valued, and the 
second because he gets the guarantee that the collection will remain as a unity. Then he 
can sell it at ease knowing that his collection “is in good hands”. He can consequently let 
it go and move on to another collection.  

Another example would be Simon van Blokland, the most important 
prentbriefkaart collector of Amsterdam. Van Blokland is also the founder of the VDP, or 
Society of Documentation of the Prentbriefkaart in The Netherlands. In his collection he 
has a set of prentbriefkaarten that he takes ‘back into the market’ for sale among other 
collectors. However, the most important collection is not to be sold and not even to be 
left as a family legacy. When showing his special collection of prentbriefkaarten from 
Amsterdam he said, “This is it then! When I am not there anymore, it will go to the 
museum. I have made all the necessary arrangements so that it will go directly there.” 174 
The French collector Georges Sirot (1898-1977), who collected portraits of famous 
writers, musicians and actors, also protected his collection by giving it to the 
Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris. Afterwards he was busy compiling a second collection 
until 1968. August Grégoire (1888-1971), who put together the oldest collection of 
photography in The Netherlands, was not an exception, and so he put his in the hands of 
the Print Gallery of the Governmental University of Leiden. 175 It is worth mentioning 
that even though he got tempting offers from abroad to acquire it; he always refused 
                                                 
174 From an interview that took place during the autumn of 2003. My translation from the Dutch. 
175 Leijerzapf, Het fotografisch museum van Auguste Grégoire, 21.  
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because he wanted it to remain in the Netherlands, his home country, and the portrayed 
area in the photographs. Once again, we see how collections and identity redefinition are 
related, both at an individual and at a broader level. 

The acquisition of another photographic collection by the mentioned Print Gallery 
in Leiden, that of M. Muller Massis from Amsterdam, gives us a picture of how 
important the future of the collection is for his creator. Before actually occurring, it took 
a five-year continuous exchange of correspondence between Massis and the Print Gallery 
on the subject of just the possibility of carrying out the acquisition. The discussion was 
about numerous daguerreotypes, amphytypes, and ferrotypes, 176 almost 300 albums, ca. 
20 thousand loose photographs of endless themes, equipment and documentation.177 Just 
like Jammes and Grégoire, Massis was also seduced to start his activity as collector by 
the idea of rescuing what is already in the process of being lost: he was interested in the 
fact that many interesting information and objects were disappearing. 

The collector’s drive to gather and assemble, to control the unity of a body of 
objects; can be considered both as a passion and as an addiction. August Grégoire 
illustrated this urge on his next remark: “The more discouragements I met, the more 
powerfully I felt compelled to work; it had to be done!” 178 In an interview given when he 
was eighty years old, Grégoire referred to his collection as ‘the essence of my life”. As 
said before, in collections, as in puzzles, the gestalt is given by the collection as a body 
and not by one isolated image. Photographer Minor White once said in this sense that “It 
is curious that I always want to group things: a series of sonnets, a series of photographs: 
whatever rationalizations appear, they originate in urges that are rarely satisfied with 
single images” 179 For the collector, everything is about attaining the unity of elements 
put together. That is why the breaking of that body is experienced as unbearable. 
However, the act of collecting is what matters the most, and this is why a collector can 
have more than one collection going on at one time. 

In the same line of collecting and retention, Freud poses in his Letters, 
Manuscripts and Notes 180 that every collector is represented by the literary character 
Don Juan Tenorio, the famous obsessive women collector. The Freudian collector is then 
compared to a sportsman, subjected to an obsessive drive, which he feels compelled to 
fulfill. Maybe this is why, in relation to the act of collecting prentbriefkaarten, it would 
be referred to as well as a ‘sport’ by the collectors themselves and by the societies 
organized around such activity. The preference to the perception of the object gives him 
an impulse first and then compels him to collect and retain the objects he finds. An 
utmost extreme example of this definition of the collector as an obsessive compulsion we 
can find in John Fowles’ novel named precisely: The collector. 181 The main character 

                                                 
176 Amphytype: One-shot procedé printed on glass. It was cheap and simple to produce as an alternative to 
the expensive daguerreotype. They were printed on cases, sheaths, broches and frames. Pannotype: A very 
rare early technique printed on leather or sailcloth. Ferrotype: a one-shot procedé on metal that was cheap 
and fast (ca. one minute), which made it therefore suitable for fairs and events in the open air. It was the 
first mass product photograph. 
177 Leijerzapf, Het fotografisch museum van Auguste Grégoire, 23.  
178 Ibidem, 9. My translation from the Dutch. 
179 White, Mirrors, Messages and Manifestation, in: Zakia, Perception and imaging, 31. My translation 
from the Dutch. 
180 See Freud, Letters, manuscripts and notes (1887-1902). Manuscript H, ‘paranoia’. 
181 Fowles, The collector. 
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‘collects’ a twenty year old art student in the same way he collects butterflies. We read 
about how systematically he studies her habits and movements in order to be able to 
catch her, how he maintains her captive just for the sake of retaining her, even at the cost 
of her psychological and then eventual physical death. Once ‘collected’ and dead, she is 
of no use anymore to her pathological collector, which makes him move on to yet 
‘another butterfly’.  

Fowles’ collector is somebody who kills the ‘object’ of his collection by the mere 
act of collecting it. A dramatic turn of how the field of interest is affected by the 
‘observer’. This is, of course, the activity of collecting taken in a literary example to its 
most morbid extreme, that of collecting people. Though taken to an extreme, Fowles’s 
novel is a lucid metaphor of the act of collecting, and it presents us a clear image of the 
obsessive nature of the collector. However, we must say that in a certain degree there is a 
collector in all of us. We are all driven to gather things we consider either beautiful and 
worth having. Sometimes we are even collecting without being aware of it. This is 
because among other motives, a collector is always seduced by the beauty of a certain 
object. The fact that beauty is a subjective category makes the different parameters of 
beauty fluctuate in direct proportion to every collector’s personal parameters, which in 
turn, are always colored by his social ones. In collections, as in photography, the 
selections and editing processes or delimitations are always determined by the collector 
himself. And being so, they are thus very illustrative of the mentality of this systematic 
gatherer. This is why it is not surprising to see that the selection of themes to start the 
search for objects is always in a way related to people’s self identities, as we shall discuss 
later at the hand of other cases of collectors. No selection of themes is innocent, no matter 
how much it might seem to be so. And this is shown by the fact that there are collectors 
of as many items as one can think of. Therefore, it is not surprising to say that collections 
have always existed and will keep on existing. Each one of them has in common a unique 
universe of behaviors, regulations, functions, and goals, which occur in different phases: 
the search, the categorization, the display, the preservation of it.  

Display is thus one of these phases, as we have seen on account of the 
photographic albums for instance. It is a well known fact that during the nineteenth 
century collections were often displayed at home to show the status of the family. 
Everybody collected souvenirs from all over the world that showed others that the owner 
of such collected items had the possibility of traveling and acquiring such objects. That is 
why houses became small display rooms, little museums; as every collection is meant, 
among other things, to be displayed and shown to others. It is part of the ongoing cycle of 
collections. They are not meant to be kept quiet and still, as if they were dead. To 
different extents, they are actively put back into circulation by their creators; and display 
belongs to one of the stages in the mentioned cycle that promotes that the collection can 
be reinstalled with new functions in new contexts. 

Therefore, there comes a time in every collection that, due to its materiality, it 
claims its own physical space. Photographer collector August Grégoire for example, 
initially equipped one room in his house in Voorburg for his collection of photographs, 
but in the long run half of his house was installed as a Photo Museum that people could 
come and see on request. Later he also regularly exhibited parts of his collection in 
locations other than his own private Museum. From 1935, he did so in innumerable 
occasions at the HAFV or Association of Amateur Photographers of The Hague. And in 
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1936, he even moved to an exhibition in an already established museum: The Panorama 
Mesdag, also in The Hague. Later, parts of his collection went to the Stedelijk Museum in 
Amsterdam as a part of the bigger exhibition Foto ’37. 182 Finally, since 1953, Grégoire’s 
photo collection is in the Print Gallery of the Rijksuniversiteit in Leiden, at the 
Documentation center for Photography. 

In order to keep his collection alive and moving he even engaged in writing 
articles about technical matters of photography and about the never ending discussion of 
the relation between art and photography. He also used Dias to illustrate his lectures on 
the subject. For instance, in his lecture 100 years of portrait photography held in 1935 for 
the HAFV, he described that the photographic development undergoes a wave motion: 
arrival-decay-renewal, which shows his awareness of the dynamism not only of the 
photographic phenomenon, but of the path of the objects belonging to any collection. In 
the same way that looking at an object changes the observed object, it is also the case that 
the influence works in other directions. This happens because as already mentioned, not 
only the collecting domain is affected by the collector, as in photography the observed 
object is affected by looking at it. We see then for instance that the idea of the collector in 
relationship to his own framework can change, which in turn has an impact on the route 
the collection follows. An illustration of this would be collectors of photography like 
Grégoire or Massis, who experienced a change in their personal motivations to collect 
due to the growth of the collection itself and to the insight given by the discovery of the 
history of the medium, which in turn made them change towards the ampler objective of 
‘preserving techniques’ as theme. The path of different functions and meanings 
undergone by Grégoire’s photo collection is a good example of this. The above-
mentioned cycle also illustrates how “every collection shows a similarity to a living 
organism. It is brought to life by the collector, it grows, functions”. 183 In fact, it acquires 
a life of its own. 

Example of some of the different stages of a collection is Grégoire’s later 
recognition for his contribution in the domain of what would be named as Photo-history. 
What had begun for him as a personal adventure, had changed so much in meanings 
through time that he was honored by Prince Bernard with the Silver Carnation Award on 
July 13, 1953. In 1968, he was appointed honorary president of the Union of the Dutch 
Associations of Amateur Photographs (BNAFV) and two years later, he was honored 
with the Excellence Nationale FIAP for his contributions to the field. The meaning of his 
gathering activity had achieved a result that was not only important for him, but that had 
grown to a bigger domain, that of the photographic field itself and of the national identity 
as well, as proven by the awards.  

The collector will do anything to keep the collection moving, finding new places 
and contexts for it. In this phase, museums play an important role. On another vein, it 
appears as an obvious remark to state that museums are collectors, but it is interesting to 
point out that collections of photographs in a museum are actually meta-collections, 
collections of collections in the sense that, as aforementioned, the photographer is already 
a collector of moments. In this context, we must also say that a museum collection that is 
not shown or relocated, or being confronted to new functions and meanings, starts to die.  

 
                                                 
182 Leijerzapf, Het fotografisch museum van Auguste Grégoire, 19.  
183 Ibidem, 45. My translation from the Dutch. 
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The Prentbriefkaart 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
‘My little daughter! I have never seen anything 

so beautiful (see the other side!) I could cry! Ah, if only 
you were here! Your father!’ 
 
[…] 
   

If paradise exists, my father is there. Where 
else could he be? And now he is dead, dead, and he 
does not write any more postcards with exclamation 
marks, he does not send me any messages from all the 
corners of the world: I am here, I love you, do you love 
me? Do you rejoice with me? Do you see the beauty I 
am seeing now? hello there! Here a card! Look here at 
a cheap, shining photo –I was there! It is beautiful 
there! ach, if only you were here!  

He traveled around the world, and the world 
pleased him.  

Now I follow, as much as possible, his 
footsteps, I travel to the same cities where he was and I 
try to see them through his eyes, I try to visualize him 
… 

 
 
 

Tatjana Tolstaja 184 

 
 

                                                 
184 Fragment from ‘See the other side’, in: Gertjan Wallinga (ed.), Het boek van de schoonheid en de troost.  
My translation from the Dutch. 



 96



 97

Biography 
 
From ‘posta’ to ‘posta’ 185 

 
 

Since their appearance we have witnessed how photographs have always been a favorite 
collectable item. People have been driven to compile photographs of celebrities, of art, of 
landscapes, of family members and so on and so forth. This trend was strongly nurtured 
by the appearance both of albums and of cheaper prints of photographs; namely the 
calling card introduced as carte-de-visite by the French photographer André Disdéri in 
1854, and the prentbriefkaart. Disdéri’s patented technique established a new size in 
cards, and it was worldwide welcome. In this new size, there were personal photographs 
and sets of photographic pictures purchased. Among the subjects in the carte-de-visite 
were royalty, celebrities, reproductions of renown works of art, views of famous places, 
comic seaside scenes, costumes, stately homes and castles, and so on and so forth. 

 
 

        
 

Left: Dutch carte-de-visite of Jacoba van Mierlo, from Waalre. It was pasted on a 
family album so we cannot see its back. Middle and Right: Mexican carte-de-
visite. On the back, in Spanish: ‘Portrait from the year 1879, 57 years old’. 

 
 
 
The carte-de visite photograph was intended by Disdéri as a replacement of the 

visiting card, which was decorated and had a printed text. The visiting cards were mostly 
plain in the 1840’s, though in Belgium, The Netherlands and the Rhineland, they were 

                                                 
185 Posta is here intended as everything that has to do with the sender. All stopping points of a relay runner: 
the post, the post office, the starting point, the station, the office, the supplier, the provider, the creator, the 
one who sends something … anything. 
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still pictorially decorated with an exquisite colored engraving. In some parts of North 
America, the fashion of ornamental and pictorial visiting cards stayed in vogue until the 
1860s and 1870s. It seems that France, Italy and Austria were the countries were most of 
the early pictorial visiting cards were published. They had elegant engravings and designs 
depicting landscapes and views of the estates of the nobility and landed gentry. That the 
visiting card with somebody’s portrait on it is directly related to people’s self-identity is 
clear, as the image presented is the image of the owner. It can follow unpredictable paths, 
as we have seen for instance with that of our Gentleman with the big cravat. Though they 
may only include the identity of just a single individual, pictorial visiting cards and 
prentbriefkarten of landscapes, cityscapes and group portraits have paths that are much 
more complex to follow because they broaden into collective identities that intermingle in 
the dynamic process of attachment of meanings. This happens because they offer a richer 
variety of images, which turns the path of meanings immediately into a much richer net. 
The different lines followed by the enriching set of meanings attached to photographs on 
one hand, plus the enriching network of meanings created by the prentbriefkaart itself 
both as a communication medium and as an object, make it a most enriching cultural 
phenomenon to observe at a deeper detail.  

But let us begin by saying that a prentbriefkaart is a paper card in which usually a 
photograph or other illustration can be found on one of its sides. It is generally used as a 
replacement of a letter, which means it has in principle a primarily correspondence 
function. It has thus not always been the case that there was an image on it as in the 
beginning the space was only used and meant for text. It is only later that images came, 
with the consequence that the space available for text diminished. However, we can trace 
a common background with the visiting cards, which talks more about an evolution from 
one into the other rather than of a sudden appearance of the prentbriefkaart as an entirely 
new cultural phenomenon.  

In his book The picture postcard and its origins, Frank Staff mentions that 
“pictorial visiting cards are the direct ancestors of the picture postcard, especially when it 
is remembered that messages were sometimes written on them”. 186 Another element that 
could relate both the calling cards and the picture postcard is the fact that the first ones 
were published and sold in sets, printed or engraved on thin card and in the form of sheets 
with eight little pictures to be cut out and later spread or stuck into family scrapbooks. 
Staff reports too that visiting cards in fact were subject to the same influence, which 
would happen much later on picture postcards.  

The demand for novelty gave place to series after series, “not only of views of 
different towns and places of antiquity, but also of reproductions of works of art, maps of 
countries and districts, geometrical ornaments, and even some which featured playing 
cards, which might be likened to the old custom of using playing cards with names 
written on the backs”. 187 However, Staff considers there is also a definite link between 
the pictorial visiting card and the pictorial writing paper, which appeared in Italy by the 
time of the Napoleonic wars, near the year 1830. This paper appeared headed by the same 
engravings formerly used for visiting cards and the publishers were openly reusing the 
same blocks. At a certain moment, the whole top of the sheet was ornamented, and it was 
sometimes cut out and collected as well. Staff considers this as clear evidence of the 
                                                 
186 Staff, The Picture Postcard & its origins, 10. 
187 Ibidem, 12. 
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relationship between the pictorial visiting card and the pictorial writing paper, which 
turns them both into ancestors of the picture postcard that appeared a century later. 188  

The drive for collecting pictorial writing paper in albums is also a characteristic 
they share, as we can see in the following quote. It comes from the second page of an 
English letter written on a headed paper dated 1832 with a “South View of Worthing 
taken at Sea”: “I hope you are amused at my writing paper. I keep the back free from 
writing in case you should like to cut the print off for a Scrap book or collection”. 189 The 
fact that in small letters at the bottom of the picture we find “Drawn & pub. By Ja. Rouse, 
Fulham for A, Carter, Library, 12 Warwich St. Worthing, where may be had all the 
interesting Views & Antiquities of Sussex adapted for Scrap Books &C”, 190 shows that 
the collection of these ornamented paper cuts was at the time something as popular as 
scrap books to contain them.  

 
 
 

 
  
                                     English headed writing paper from 1832 
 
 
 
Nowadays, for the modern collector, it is difficult to trace the postally used 

examples of such decorated papers because they were, as abovementioned, cut off from 
the letter to be stored in albums as pictures. By the time of the coronation of Queen 
Victoria in 1837, the use of the pictorial writing paper was pretty much the same as that 
of the prentbriefkaart today in terms of buying, sending and collecting. The blossom 

                                                 
188 Staff, The Picture Postcard & its origins, 16-17. My italics. 
189 Ibidem, 17.  
190 Ibidem, 17. 
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period of the production of pictorial writing paper was during 1850 and 1860. Headings 
depicted every significant event, and there was even paper printed in a pictorial way with 
songs and ballads. Among others, we can find thus examples of the World Exhibitions 
such as that of Dublin 1853, or that of the New York Crystal Palace for the Exhibition of 
the Industry of all Nations, held in 1854. 

Though it was only a generation later that postcards were officially authorized, 
the postcard owes its existence to the introduction of the penny post in 1840. The first 
person to name them was a Post Office official of the North German Confederation who, 
in 1865, called them offenes Postblatt. On occasion of the Great Exhibition in London 
1851, the International Postage Association was founded under the patronage of the 
Society of Arts. Its main goal was to achieve a uniform international postage. On October 
1852, the Spanish delegate, Manuel de Ysasi, honorary secretary of the Association, was 
sent to the main European governments to gather information in relationship to the 
proposed reform. The proposal adopted eventually by the General Postal Union in 1875, 
which would become the Universal Postal Union in 1878, was based on the outlines 
given by the Association. Ysasi died at see when the American mail steamer Artic was 
wrecked on September 1854. Yet, on May 1863, thanks to the initiative of the American 
Postmaster General, Montgomery Blair, a conference was held in Paris that would be 
essential to the formation of a Universal Postal Union, which had been the goal Ysasi and 
the Association had set the grounds for. 
 

 

 
 

 
 
Postcard No.3 of a series of (to my knowledge at least nine) cards issued in England in 1980 
by the Stamp Collecting magazine, illustrating and commemorating the history of the 
postcard. On its back we read: “The idea of an Ocean Penny Postage came from an American, 
Elihu Burrit, U.S. Consular Agent in Birmingham, and by the late 1840s he had launched a 
campaign to support it. The design shown here bears the name ‘Myers & Compy., London’. 
[…] 
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‘A new way of correspondence by post’ 

 
 

The German states had by then also formed their own Postal Unions, and in 1865 an 
important official of the North German Confederation (NGC), Dr. Heinrich von Stephan, 
made a proposal at the Austro-German Postal Conference in Karlsruhe to introduce the 
use of the “open post-sheet” (offenes Postblatt), which is what we now would call a 
postcard in English. In his above-mentioned book Staff offers us a transcription of von 
Stephan’s presentation of his new concept “for the sake of its general interest and because 
it is so little known”. 191 We reproduce it here again not only because it is an enlightening 
historical review of the background of the picture postcard, but because it is as well a 
lucid description of the route in meanings and functions taken by the ‘letter’ both as a 
concept and as a material object. It also describes thus very clearly how the form of the 
‘letter’ varied in time in relation directly proportional to the needs of the users. The 
description of the process of folding and of the conventions at the time, together with the 
need of a more suitable way of communication that would meet the user’s expectations, 
show us the dynamism of functions that, in von Stephan’s words, the object ‘letter’ 
undergoes.  

We can observe as well, also in von Stephan’s own words, how the means of 
communication themselves were undergoing the exact same process, as a mirroring of the 
changes that were occurring in the reorganization of social roles. This is also delineated 
in his argumentations of the then ‘future’ applications of the new postal service that 
promised standardization, availability to a larger public, and faster and efficient 
communications. This visionary speech describes some of the important meanings and 
                                                 
191 Staff, The Picture Postcard & its origins, 44. 



 102

functions that the prentbriefkaart would not only acquire through time, but that would 
keep within its dynamic movement until now. 

 
 
 
The form of a letter, like many other human contrivances, has in the course of time 

undergone numerous modifications. In antiquity the wax tablets, which contained the writing, 
were united by rings; the letter was, so to speak, a book. Then came the form of a roll, which 
lasted until the Middle Ages. Later still, the letter assumed a more convenient form and was sent 
folded up, and ultimately the envelope came into use. All the principal changes were gradual and 
passed through various transitional stages (Uebergangsstufen). The material used, wax, 
parchment, paper, influenced the form; at one time experiments were made with thin sheets of iron 
as writing material. But the material alone did not decide the form of the letter, which was also 
modified by custom, as well as by transient fashions; by business necessities as well as by the 
means of conveyance adopted. From this various changes the form became ever more and more 
simple. This is equally true of the contents, as is shown by the extreme pomposity of the earlier 
epistolary style, with its formal repetition of titles, etc. 

The present form of the letter does not however yet allow of sufficient simplicity and 
brevity for a large class of communications. It is not simple enough, because notepaper has to be 
selected and folded. Envelopes obtained and closed, and stamps affixed. It is not brief enough, 
because, if a letter be written, convention necessitates something more than the bare 
communication. This is irksome to both the sender and the receiver. Nowadays the telegram may 
be said to be a kind of short letter. People sometimes telegraph in order to save the trouble of 
writing and sending a letter. Occasionally a visiting card is used with the same object. 

These considerations suggest the need for a contrivance somewhat of the following kind, 
as suitable for the present time: 

Let there be sold at all Post Offices, and by all postmen, forms for open communications. 
Let such a “post-sheet’ (Postblatt) have the dimensions of ordinary envelopes of the larger size, 
and consist of stiff paper, corresponding therefore in size and quality to the recently introduced 
Money Orders used in some of the German Postal Districts. On the face of the card there might 
appear at the top the name of the district, and perhaps a small device (the arms of the country, etc). 
On the left hand a space could be left for the date stamp of the receiving office, on the right the 
postage stamp already impressed upon the form. There would be a space for the address, as in 
Money Orders, with the printed words “To”, “Office of Destination” (Bestimungsort) and 
“Address of Addressee” (Wohnung des Empfängers), as well as the printed notice, “The obverse 
may be used for written communications of any kind” (Die Rückseite kann zu schriftlichen 
Mittheilungen jeder Art Benutzt werden). Both the communication and the address might be 
written in ink, pencil, etc., but the use of the latter might detract from the clearness and 
permanence of the writing, especially in the address. Such a “post-sheet” would then be ready to 
be forwarded through the post, the postage having been paid by the purchase of the form. The 
charge for postage should be fixed as low as possible, say about one silver groschen, irrespective 
of the distance the form is conveyed. Apart from the postage, no charge should be made for the 
form itself. 

As already proved in the case of Money Orders, the manipulation of the ‘post-sheets’ in 
the technical Postal Service would present no difficulty, on account of their uniform shape, their 
clear manner of address, and their being ready stamped. 

To the public the arrangement would be welcome on many occasions and for many 
purposes, especially when the first aversion to open communications had been overcome by a 
closer consideration of the matter. How very troublesome, for instance, it is at present for anyone 
on a journey who wishes to write to his relatives telling them of his safe arrival or asking for some 
article that may have been forgotten! In the future such a one would take a ‘post-sheet’ from his 
portfolio, and with a lead pencil, in the carriage or on the platform, fill it up and post it in the 
nearest pillar-box or railway letter box. It is probable that in addition to its use for social purposes 
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a large number of orders, advices &c., in connection with business transactions, would be 
forwarded per Postblatt. 192 
 
 
His idea was not implemented, but the need for these cards in the possible market 

had nothing to do with official regulations, as shown by the production of some private 
cards that circulated within the NGC. For instance, Staff mentions a card from his own 
collection that falls into the category of those cards that beard a printed notice on one side 
to announce the visit of business representatives or to draw attention to market prices, or 
any other commercial short message. Staff’s card has a top half giving the name of the 
firm in Berlin and announces that their representative would be calling within a few days’ 
time. The name and address are in the lower half, and there is at one side a postage stamp 
of the NGC affixed and cancelled with the date February 22, 1868. The other side of the 
card has little views and is captioned “Sehenswürdigkeiten Berlins”, places of interest in 
Berlin. The places are marked with the date when they were visited. The measures of the 
card are 7 x 4 ½ inches and it is indeed a good example of a postally used card. 193 Staff 
reports as well the existence of an early pictorial card posted in Basle in 1865, which was 
shown at the International Exhibition of Postcards in Paris in 1900. There is also 
knowledge of people in England posting their visiting cards, bearing a short message and 
franked with an Id stamp.  

But the earliest known postcards, according to Staff, are the private cards of John 
P, Charlton from Philadelphia, for which Charlton obtained the copyright in 1861. This 
was later transferred to H. Lipman, also from Philadelphia, who printed and sold a card 
with an inscription in the top left hand corner that read “Lipman’s Postal Card”. Under 
this inscription you can also read: Patent applied for. Entered according to Act of 
Congress in the year 1861 by J.P.Charlton, Phila, in the Clerk’s Office of the District 
Court of the U.S. for the Eastern District of Penna. There is knowledge of the existence 
of four of these cards, reports Staff, and none of them was ever posted. A second issue of 
the card included a printed square for the postage stamp and address lines on one side of 
the card. According to the existent regulations, as aforementioned, the back was intended 
for the message or the advertisements, and the borders of the cards were ornamented with 
a twisted red, blue or green line. The earliest recorded date of one of these cards postally 
used is October 25, 1870. “Lipman’s Postal Cards are doubtless the first cards ever to be 
called postal cards”, poses Staff, “and under the United States Postal Act of February 27, 
1861, which fixed a one cent rate (to be repaid by a postage stamp) they are the first cards 
ever to be officially allowed for postal purposes, which gives the United States priority 
over Europe where the invention of the postcard is concerned. They were actually on sale 
and used until 1873, when the first government postal cards appeared”. 194  

Some years later, the Austrian professor of political economics dr. Emanuel 
Herrmann from Vienna wrote an article in the Neue Freie Presse proposing again the 
concept of the postcard and accentuating the importance of a post service that would 
match the existing needs of an abbreviated way of communicating short messages. In his 

                                                 
192 Staff, The Picture Postcard & its origins, 44-45. 
193 Ibidem, 46. 
194 Ibidem, 83. 
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article A new way of correspondence by post, 195 published on January 26, 1869, he even 
proposes a categorization of the correspondence based on its contents: 1) letter with 
ordinary information, 2) business letters and spiritual information, and 3) love and family 
letters.  

For him, group one, which consisted mainly of receipts, accounts, orders, short 
commercial announcements and all the personal greeting letters, was not but one third of 
the whole correspondence. This was the reason why resources could be spared by 
abbreviating the paper, the procedures for it and the costs. In Herrmann’s idea, it would 
not only imply a reduction in the costs but it would promote a more generalized use of 
the post service, adding up new income. His proposals were officially accepted on 
September 22, 1869, and in the corresponding Post Office Regulation 196 we read about 
all the by-laws in relationship to the sale of the cards, to the user and to their distribution. 
Austria was then the first country to implement the idea, but it was not without opposition 
from the public that the world’s first postcard came out on October 1, 1869. By the hand 
of these regulations, we can see that this new post service was still considered a letter in 
many respects, but due to its new nature, it presented a substructure in the already 
existing postal system. With the new Post Office Regulation, the postcard acquired 
officially its existence. And just as it had undergone a certain path from the visiting card 
and the headed pictorial paper towards becoming a postcard under the above mentioned 
terms, it began a new net of meanings and functions as soon as it made its official 
appearance.  
 
 
 
Opening the secret 
 

     
Without the discrete protection of the 

envelope, the ‘postal’ proclaims from the rooftops –
in its obverse and its reverse –the relationship 
between the sender and the addressee. Beyond the 
selection of a certain landscape or portrait, the 
following appears eloquent: the calligraphy outlined 
in a calmer moment, the epistolary language that 
sounds already so distant, and the inclination to 
assemble a message as if it was a gift that will outlive 
the very first intention. 197    

 
 

As proclaimed by the first regulation, one of the main changes was that the private world 
was suddenly exposed to the public domain.  This had a strong impact on people, as it 
meant the exposure of secrets and private affairs. In the mentioned regulation it was 
stated that the correspondence cards, with their imprinted value, could be bought at all 
post offices and in all postage stamp outlets and that they had to be mailed openly, 

                                                 
195 Uber eine neue Art der Korrespondenz mittels der Post (1869). 
196 For a transcript of this Post Office Regulation see Appendix I. 
197 Fraser-Giffords, La Tarjeta Postal, 4. My translation from the Spanish. 
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without any seal whatsoever. This change in the nature of correspondence made people 
feel psychologically naked and it provoked therefore a strong opposition. “The secret of a 
carte postale”, would reflect Derrida much later upon this exposure, “burns both hands 
and tongue, it is impossible to keep it, […] It remains secret, as it is secret, but needs to 
circulate at once, as the most hermetic and most fascinating of all letters that are 
anonymous, and open”. 198  This exposure of the private is clearly expressed in the 
already out-of-use names of the prentbriekaart in the Russian and the Bulgarian 
languages: otkritajo piesmo and otworeno piesmo respectively, whose literal meaning is 
‘open letter’.  

But although people’s strong concern about their privacy was an issue, other 
concerns were a problem as well: there was a general feeling that the cheap cost of the 
postcard suggested that the message was then unworthy and underestimated. This 
implied an underestimation of the sender, which caused that the postcard was then 
interpreted as an insult. We see here again how the postcard was never free of being a 
recipient of the values of the public, but that it was highly charged with their associations 
and meanings, which in turn were never directly related to its functionality as an object.  

Another significant change was the need to synthesize the message to make it fit 
in the suddenly reduced given space, as proclaimed by the third regulation, which stated 
also that the message should be written in a legible and durable way on the back of the 
card. This meant a new way of mentally structuring the message to be sent. By changing 
the way of organizing the text in order for it to fit, the postcard changed the way people 
thought. If you first wrote your message as you thought, now you would have to think as 
you were allowed to write: short. Again, once in contact with the public, the elements of 
the postcard did not remain free of local associations and interpretations but they became 
staging posts as well. After all, and agreeing with Derrida, “the postcard is nothing but a 
transitory message […] a staging post just to mark that there is nothing but staging 
posts.” 199 

Today we would not doubt to say that the back is where the written element can 
be found, both for the message and for the information about the addressee, while the 
front is where the image is. However, the second, third and ninth regulations will show 
that there are many things we take now for granted in relation to the postcard. For 
example, in relation to what the front side and the back are. In the regulations we read 
that, “the address has to appear on the front side of the card,” or “the back of the card is 
to be used for the written message” or that, “[…] the arrival postmark is to appear on the 
front side of the card on the left side, opposite the imprinted stamp”. 200 There was still 
no image, which nowadays we would associate immediately and without hesitation to the 
front side. This in turn, exhibits the strong power the visual element has in people’s 
perception. Though there was no image then, the address appeared within an ornamented 
frame, which can in fact be considered as a visual element. Maybe it is the fact that it was 
the front that explains why it was ornamented at all. 201 Later, in 1886, in a card 
published under the Post Office’s permission of Hotel “De Wageningsche Berg”, the so-
called front side until then would acquire an oval image in the background instead of the 

                                                 
198 Derrida, La tarjeta postal, 182. My translation from the Spanish. 
199 Ibidem, 185. My translation from the Spanish. 
200 My Italics. 
201 See image in: Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol, I-A, 6. 
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decorated frame. Still, the visual element is in ‘the front side’. This shows that even 
something that seems to be as simple as this cannot be approached by means of the 
frames of reference of a different context than its own. Not doing so will guarantee that 
we get lost without any hope of recognizing when we are walking forwards or when we 
are walking backwards. 
 

 

 
 
 
An illustration of this is the resentment that regulations number four and seven 

provoked in the Slavonic areas of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. They were written in 
German, while in these Slavonic areas German was not spoken. This ‘innocent’ omission 
was again something that was experienced as an insult and as an attack to the involved 
national identities, and therefore it irritated particularly those regions that had a strong 
Nationalist tendency. This had, in turn, an immediate impact on the design of the card, as 
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they had to be reissued as a result, under the order of September 8, 1871, containing this 
time a bilingual text. We corroborate with all these examples how the postcard, as an 
object, is strongly determined by the interpretations and values of the human groups it 
enters in contact with. It does not exist in isolation, and it both influences and is 
influenced by the context where it functions. We observe for instance, that people began 
to imprint immediately their own personal touch to the phenomenon of the postcard. We 
read in the seventh regulation about one clause stating that it was strictly forbidden to 
affix any sort of illustration by pasting, or embossing. This means that it was already 
done. Even more, it showed that it was done frequently enough to require a formal 
prohibition. In this respect, Staff reports that “there were cards privately produced in this 
way with stuck-on portraits of Czech nationalists and embossed heraldic emblems, 
patriotic mottoes, and other additions of a political demonstrative character”. 202  

That the regulations also reflect the values of the society proclaiming those 
regulations is clearly depicted in the same seventh regulation, where the so-called 
“offensive remarks” are forbidden too. Needless is to say that what was considered 
offensive then would not be considered necessarily so in other topographical contexts and 
at other times, as we will see later on account of other collections. The millions of cards 
sold in Austria-Hungary in the first three months of sale proved that von Stephan’s 
visionary concept was indeed a great success. The need was there, the seed of his concept 
was on the table and Dr. Herrmann was the last link in the development of the postcard 
into a concrete and successful object. He had sent his idea to the roads, and it traveled, 
from place to place, transforming itself and others.  

The Austrian example was followed by other countries, starting with the NGC on 
July 1, 1870. Then the postcard arrived at another staging point: the German States and 
then Switzerland and England on October 1 of the same year. Next stop: Belgium and 
The Netherlands on January 1, 1871; and three months later, on April 1, Denmark, 
Norway and Sweden. Canada followed in 1871, Russia one year later, and France in 
1873. It has been said in other sources, contrary to what Staff affirms, that the United 
States in fact waited until 1873 for the postcard to entirely arrive, but when it did, there 
were more than sixty million cards sold in the first semester. The postcard visited Serbia, 
Rumania, Spain and Italy that very same year. Then, little by little, one staging post after 
another, the postcard arrived and conquered the rest of the world. 
 
 
 
Once upon a time, a man named August…   

 
 

“The first prentbriefkaart, (at least according to what people say), was born during de 
French-German war of 1870”, wrote prentbriefkaart collector J.D.C. van Dokkum in 
1914 in the monthly published magazine Op de Hoogte. His article, ‘A small piece of 
history of the prentbriefkaart’, was richly illustrated with samples from Mr. H. Visser’s 
own private collection, from Groningen. These are considered reproductions of the ‘first’ 
prentbriefkaarten, dating from 1870 to 1875. His article was published again in book 
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form in 1988, also in Groningen, and the rare cards from Visser were still used as 
illustrations. 203 Van Dokkum acknowledges the fact, however, that the invention of the 
prentbriefkaart is disputed just as it is that of any other big invention. We must say in this 
respect, that mostly every turning point invention is in fact an accomplishment of a group 
of men who nested it through a process. Van Dokkum states in that vein that there is a 
general agreement that Germany was the cradle of the prentbriefkaart. However, he 
refers to two divergent versions of its “birth”, which are worth mentioning. Curiously 
enough, they involve two people with the exact same name, both claiming the “paternity” 
of the prentbriefkaart.  

The first August Schwarz was a lithographer from Assmannshausen. After the 
prentbriefkaart was put into practice by von Stephan in Germany on June 1870, he came 
with the idea of decorating the cards with glued views of diverse places along the Rhine. 
This was so successful among his circle of acquaintances that he decided to continue with 
the idea. He moved on to a second phase of the invention and undertook the speculation 
of becoming a good client of the Governmental Post and to purchase a certain amount of 
prentbriefkaarten, on which the images were directly printed. This was, says van 
Dokkum, the start of the prentbriefkaart industry. The second August Schwarz was a 
Hofbuch-trader from Oldenburg. In 1870, his parents in law found themselves at the 
outbreak of the Prussian-French war. They packed and set out in haste for the road, 
grazing along the terrain of the first battles to reach their home. The military had 
confiscated every means of transportation, and all roads were barricaded by the 
transportation of soldiers and the mobilization of troops. Therefore, they could not arrive 
further than Magdeburg, where they had to stay in an imposed exile. While he was at his 
printing shop, August Schwarz heard about their misfortune, and he sent them a 
briefkaart to cheer them up. Van Dokkum continues telling about “one of the most 
crippled verses of the German literature”, which were printed on it: 
 
 
May you be brought home happily by steam and heaven, Fünfmal Hundert Tausend Teufel: Es mögen 
       aus dem  wilden Kriegsgetümmel 
Out of the wild and roaring war    Euch glücklich heim geleiten Dampf und  
       Himmel! 
And may you be saved from the angry Frankish hand  Bewahren Euch vor frevler Frankenhand 
By the courageous Prussian army-lieutenant 204   Der tappre preus’sche Garde-lieutenant ... 
 
 
 Opposite to the postage stamp on the side of the address of the prentbriefkaart, he 
printed, as a playful gesture, a very small woodcut cliché of a gunman who was busy 
loading a piece of artillery. Thus, van Dokkum tells, “… with a roaring cannon salute, the 
first prentbriefkaart traveled the wide world through”. Later on, when in 1998 Schwarz 
found himself the prentbriefkaart in question, possibly a legacy from his parents in law; 
he allowed a reproduction that spread through Germany in a certain amount of exemplars.  
 
 

                                                 
203 Van  Dokkum, Een stukje geschiedenis van de prentbriefkaart.  Translation from the Dutch by Jeroen 
Geurts. 
204 Translation from the German by Jeroen Geurts.  
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      The first prentbriefkaart sent by A. Schwarz from Oldenburg 

 
 
 
 It would not be until 1875 that August Schwarz would send his second 
prentbriefkaart. The horrors of the war were over by then and he found himself traveling 
along the Rhine in the summer of 1875, where he met preacher Kühtze from 
Pleizenhausen. They promised to correspond but even though Schwarz kept his word, the 
theologian did not answer. To compel Kühtze to answer his letters, he went to the depot 
at his print house and found an amusing woodcut under his supplies, which Gubitz had 
made as an illustration of the popular German song (five times hundred thousand devils). 
The image illustrated the verses of the song: 
 
 ‘Hurray!’...  did the old devils shout. ‘Hurah!’ … schrieën alte Teufel. 
 And entered nicely,    Und spatzierten hübsch hinein, 
 Emptied quickly ten thousand bottles  Lehrten schnell zehntausend Flaschen 
 Of the very best wine…205   Von den allerbesten Wein … 
 
 
 Van Dokkum tells us that the message was written in Latin and that it was indeed 
successful in its purpose, as the preacher wrote back praising his friend’s humor as well 
as the amusingly illustrated card. This made the Hofbuchhandler aware of the 
commercial potential of his invention. Subsequently, he made an anthology of twenty-
five pieces from the cliché supplies of his atelier and printed with them simple cards, 
which became the first series of ‘artistic prentbriefkaarten’. The success of this series 
gave place in a short time to a second one that was also welcomed by the public. Right 

                                                 
205 Translation from the German by Jeroen Geurts.  
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then the competition started and the art shop W. Brandt in Dresden published then their 
own series. In no time, the invention spread from city to city and all around the world.  
 
 

 
   

            Second prentbriefkaart from A. Schwarz from Oldenburg 
 
  
 

For van Dokkum it is the first Schwarz that has the credit for the most popular 
term ‘ansichtkarte’, because the decorations of the cards were predominantly ansichten: 
views of landscapes and city sights. According to him, the second Schwarz made a 
renewal of the prentbriefkaart when he added his simple prints in 1875, giving place to 
its second stadium. How the prentbriefkaart was received, we read later when van 
Dokkum says that, “it was a wanted article, people bought it like bread, the request for it 
augmented by the day and the bookshop gained a new and quick item”. We can recognize 
some of the functions of the prentbriefkaart that are still valid until today through some 
of the facts that keep her popular until today: the increase in a traveling population, the 
need to take the prentbriefkaart as a memory of the place one has visited, both to be kept 
and collected, as to be sent. 
 In relation to the reception, we meet immediately contextual differences. While 
there is nowadays a common belief that collecting prentbriefkaarten is ‘an old men’s 
hobby”, he mentions that the biggest push of the prentbriefkaart industry came then from 
young girls, who “looked jealously at the post stamp collections of their brothers, starting 
then to keep the cards in albums.” They also persuaded their acquaintances to enhance 
their collections by sending them a fine exemplar, which would give the prentbriefkaart 
the function of being issued for collecting instead of sending. The function of the object 
as a communication medium is here at the service of a subsequent use. Van Dokkum 
states something we can easily verify in any prentbriefkaart fair nowadays, that there was 
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no place, no matter what its size was, that stopped itself from having its own ansichten. 
These would result in later times in the rich topographical value of the prentbriefkaart. 
Furthermore, he mentions there was no historical event that would occur “without leaving 
its footprints on the sands of time in the form of a prentbriefkaart.” This metaphor can be 
read literally if we remember the reflection on the quality of presence ascribed first to 
photography, and then in turn to the prentbriefkaart illustrated with a photograph. About 
this relation to photography, Van Dokkum refers that “after the normal photos of 
landscapes produced by means of autotype, followed the light prints technique, real 
photos, platinum prints, colored photos, three and four color prints, lithograph, with and 
without color, woodcuts, engravings.”  
 Due to the narrative style of the author, this story about the ‘birth’ of the 
prentbriefkaart sounds more like a tale than like a historical review. As accurate as it 
might be, we can anyway make some other useful readings of it, as for example in 
relation to the reception of the phenomenon for instance. Maybe its character as a tale is 
because we are mentally introduced to the narration by the words birth and she in relation 
to the prentbriefkaart. With these two words, van Dokkum already sets the reader in the 
mood of considering it not just as an object but also as a living organism. That he, also a 
collector, refers to the prentbriefkaart as a she rather than just a piece of paper, is 
characteristic of prentbriefkaart collectors. The reason for it is that, as already mentioned, 
the collection is bound to identity values and as such, it acquires meanings beyond their 
functionality as objects. The more it gives the collector in terms of the mentioned values, 
the bigger the investment in the object. In the same vein as van Dokkum in 1914, we can 
consider the comment Simon van Blokland made at the end of our interview in the 
autumn of 2003. After spending a morning looking at his topographical prentbriefkaart 
collection of Amsterdam … or perhaps better said, after meeting Simon through his 
collection, he said: “I hope you make a nice book about the prentbriefkaart … and that 
you treat her well”.  
 Therefore, it is in fact of bigger importance that there has been somebody like van 
Dokkum, who cares to write about the prentbriefkaart. Or that there are stories around 
the subject, weather accurate or not, as it shows that the prentbriefkaart has many values 
to look at. We do not want to focus here on which of the two Schwarz was the ‘father’ of 
the prentbriefkaart, or if any of the two were, but on the fact that there are people 
fighting for the ‘paternity’. And van Dokkum’s last paragraph tells us why: “In every 
archive the collections of prentbriefkaarten must be a separate branch of care because 
they often provide the only image of parts of the cities, of landscapes that are changing, 
of buildings and situations that are disappearing, and will become an important tool for 
the topography of our cities. The prentbriefkaart is therefore of topographical, historical, 
and artistic importance. She is the mirror of the morals and the customs of opinions and 
thoughts, carrier of economical notions and political opinions. She is the mouth and the 
spirit of our time, who can tell us in later time thousands of things, of which she will be 
almost the only source… and besides … she brings us beauty, and this alone already 
makes it our duty to give her our serious concern, as long as we believe in the quote of 
John Keats, that beauty is an everlasting joy.” Yet, let us not forget that we need to put 
this joy and its bearer always within a broader context. 
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The ‘prentbriefkaart’ under sea level 
 
 
Every country has a different and particular story to tell about how the appearance of the 
prentbriefkaart affected and reflected their communities. With such a broad 
topographical spreading, we can only but choose here one path to follow among the many 
possible ones. In these pages, we will be following the prentbriefkaart route of 
development and the impact it had in The Netherlands. It will be illustrative of the 
different processes that the object undergoes and I am certain it will be exemplary of 
similar ones in other geographical settings. For instance, we can already see in the 
documentation of the mentioned postal development that the writing and gathering of 
those stories are directly connected to the reaffirmation of the national identity. It is in 
this sense that the first attempts are significant in the context of approaching the 
phenomenon of the prentbriefkaart, no matter how accurate or not they might result in 
the end. 
 The Netherlands owe Mr. Huib J. Haverkate for his thorough documentation of 
the history of the prentbriefkaart in this country, which seems to have been the first and 
only attempt of such scope at writing a Dutch history of this postal phenomenon that had 
an impact all over the world. His work The history of the Dutch Prentbriefkaart is the 
result of his personal initiative to fill what he considered to be a cultural gap: the 
documentation of this postal domain; namely, the biography of the prentbriefkaart. Once 
again, we see how the prentbriefkaart provokes actions and meanings in people that 
invite them to keep her alive. Haverkate offered the first volume of his manuscript for 
publication to the board of the VDP (Society of Documentation of the Prentbriefkaart in 
The Netherlands), on occasion of their five year anniversary. In the prologue, we read 
that the board explains that, although this first volume covered from 1871 to 1900, the 
first thirty years of the prentbriefkaart in The Netherlands, the idea was to expand this 
publication and make it a part of what could be considered as a standard work over the 
prentbriefkaarten published in the country. 206 This work and his continuous and active 
participation on the board would make him a respected honorary member of the VDP. He 
is considered as well to be the one man who set the basis for a more serious approach of 
the prentbriefkaart phenomenon and to whom great part of the success of the VDP can be 
attributed. Haverkate participated constantly with his contributions to the field in the 
VDP bulletin until he announced his retirement on April 2003. 207 

Haverkate’s work eventually became a body of as many as eight volumes that can 
be considered until today, together with his later Encyclopedia of the Dutch 
Prentbriefkaart, 208 as standard works for anybody seriously interested in the 
phenomenon of the prentbriefkaart in The Netherlands. It is meant mainly for a reading 
audience of collectors, but it offers a prolific documentation that can be used for further 
purposes, depending on where the interest on the prentbriefkaart lies. In this regard, we 
read for instance, on a letter dated December 8, 1998, from C.Ch.Westerveld a member 
collector of prentbriefkarten of the VDP from Rijswijk:  

                                                 
206 Haverkate, Encylopedie van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol.I, 1. 
207 VDP bulletin Nr. 76, april 2003.  
208 Haverkate, ibidem.  
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“Without any depreciation to anybody, I believe that when Mr. Haverkate decided in 1983 to put 
his knowledge and skills to the service of our Society, it was a golden day for the VDP. […] With 
his ‘History […] he brought the VDP to a qualitative high level. […] With his ‘Encyclopedia […]’ 
he has reached again a unique achievement. […] An enthusiast of prentbriefkaarten, who does not 
purchase this encyclopedia, is missing a lot. […] Mr. Haverkate has provided, with this cultural-
historical work, a great service inside and outside the VDP. Honor to who honor deserves.” 209  
 
 
Furthermore, the VDP reports on November 1998, that this encyclopedia was 

appreciated not only inside the VDP context but also outside. 210 In the same VDP 
bulletin, Haverkate reports that the “History […]” was already available in different 
libraries as well for the public. Haverkate’s ambitious project developed from an original 
idea of covering different periods in time of the development of the prentbriefkaart. Even 
though it does follow a clear chronological line, the organization of the different volumes 
already gives the impression that it remained always as a living and ongoing project, as 
additions could occur at any time. This can be verified by the appendixes that were later 
published at the end of the volumes, as well as by the implementation of the ring system 
that would allow additions to be included without any problem.  

This system would later be also used for the ‘Encyclopedia […] for exactly the 
same reasons. Another need for attachments was that together with the chronological line, 
there were other parallel ones. These had to do more with topics related to the 
prentbriefkaart phenomenon such as the publishers, the collectors and their societies, the 
legal regulations, the different printing techniques, etc. Therefore, it was not published as 
a finished body but it was being published as it appeared. The readers could follow its 
process of creation as it happened, and more importantly, they could influence it. We 
read for example on the Appendix One of the first volume, that Haverkate gently thanks 
Mr. H.C. Kemp from Rijswijk for his reaction to the VDP bulletin number nine, where he 
had written an article stating that “with enough reactions we will gladly return to this 
topic [of the fantasy weapons]. Mr. Kemp’s reaction had not only been attended to, 
answered and properly thanked, but his contribution also appeared, as promised, in 
Haverkate’s ‘History […]. 211  
 Although there was a golden period of the prentbriefkaart, it has never enjoyed 
such big popularity again in the exact same way, which caused that the sources to engage 
in such project as that of Haverkate, were not many. However, we will see later how the 
Boomerang card phenomenon would become an example of how the prentbriefkaart 
acquired a new popularity, adapted to fulfill the needs of expression of its new context. 
                                                 
209 VDP bulletin 59, 28. 
210 VDP bulletin 59, 41. 
211 The first volume covers the thirty year period from 1871 to 1900, the second (a and b) covers from 
1900, the beginning of the twentieth century to 1918, right at the end of the First World War. This period 
can be considered as the golden age of the prentbriefkaart. Volume Three (a and b), covers the period from 
1918 to 1945: the period of the prewar time (Interbellum) and the subsequent Second World War. Volume 
Four (a, b and c) covers pretty much everything from 1946, the period after the war. This broadened 
delimitation of the last period explains therefore why there are so many divisions in this volume. We can 
conclude from his organization of the different volumes that Haverkate intended a chronological history of 
the prentbriefkaart that is an extensive documentation susceptible to a cultural analysis. From this 
organization we also see that important historical events such as the two World wars had a strong impact 
not only in the entire development of European societies, but also in the most modest development of the 
prentbriefkaart. Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de prentbriefkaart, Vol.I, 79-81. 
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But at the time, for Haverkate, it was a challenge to become a pioneer in the field, which 
he actually did. For him the prentbriefkaart was an ‘extraordinarily important subject 
matter’ and he considered the work of the VDP in that regard, a very useful contribution 
to the shared field of interest. Just like a collector, in this case of information and stories, 
Haverkate’s work was to bring forth the unity of a material that ‘lied scattered all 
over’.212 Again, as any collector, he wanted first to save the objects of his collection from 
disappearing and to enter them as a unity into the future, becoming a touchstone for 
further projects in the field. In this context, the publication offers the display of the unity 
that he systematically and lovingly achieved. 
 For the second project, the “Encyclopedia […]”, Haverkate, who was by then 
deservedly referred to by the VDP as “our honorary member”, 213 knew out of 
experience, that to leave it as an open project would be a better option.  He wanted all 
members of the VDP to be included in the project, and that each should contribute in 
their own terrain. It was therefore his wish that in the end, it should “not be Haverkate’s 
encyclopedia, but OUR encyclopedia.”214 He asks in this regard the members of the VDP 
to “note immediately [from their personal collections], the essential data for OUR 
encyclopedia”. 215 Interesting to observe is how the original interest of Haverkate 
changed in time and evolved into something that made him become a part of the VDP 
first, and that also gave place to a change in meaning not only of the first body of 
volumes but of the second project as well. The underlined accent on the word our, both in 
the words of the VDP as in the words of Haverkate himself, shows how, in the process of 
identity definition, Haverkate’s publications became a symbol of belonging in both 
directions.  
 It had a social impact in the context of the members of the VDP as well, as it 
provided them with a space to exercise their own voice. This made the result a 
community one. The members became also part of the editing process of the 
encyclopedia, which can be seen also by the fact that after its publication, members could 
send their additions, rectifications and more precise information. This was partly a result 
of Haverkate’s realization of the dynamism of the prentbriefkaart theme. A collector 
himself, he had experience both on collecting as well as on the gathering of information 
about prentbriefkaarten. He was also aware of how infinitely broad this domain was, as 
well as of the fact that appearing collectors gave new and unpredictable contexts to the 
already existing information. This guarantees the work to remain always an open one. 
Haverkate was also aware that every collector is an expert on his own collecting area, and 
his contribution could only but enrich the result as well as the field.  
 
 
The naming 
 
 
Very appropriately, one of the first reflections in Haverkate’s “History […]” about the 
Dutch prentbriefkaart has to do with its name. When we refer to it as picture postcard, or 

                                                 
212 Haverkate, Encylopedie van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol. I, p.3. 
213 My Italics. 
214 VDP bulletin 59, 34. Capitals by VDP bulletin. 
215 VDP bulletin 59, 36. 
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prentbriefkaart, or card, we all take its name for granted but its name brings on an 
enriching reflection, as we shall see. Just by the follow-up of the development of its 
name, we will discover the many layers in function that the prentbriefkaart has exercised 
through time. This will open the door of the historical development of the prentbriefkaart 
as well as other mental developments it provoked in the public that received it and used 
it. Based on this development and the etymological analysis of the words is that the 
current use of the word prentbriefkaart in these pages will be explained. 
 Let us start then by analyzing the etymological root of the Dutch word 
prentbriefkaart. Prent means print in English, and it refers to the presence of a printed 
image that can be an illustration or a photograph. It is the reference to the visual content. 
Brief would be letter, as in the sense of a written message, posted or not, but meant for 
others. And finally, kaart means card, which refers to the type of paper used, to the 
materiality of the object. With these three words we are referring to the qualities of the 
object itself: its physicality (a paper card), its content (text and image), and its function 
(to send a message). We assume that the written message is meant to be sent, but this 
knowledge is only implied in the word letter, which is in turn associated with the 
dispatch. Nevertheless, until this moment we are in fact only dealing with the description 
of the object. However, it is only when we add the word post, from the nowadays 
customary term postcard for example, that we would have the real introduction of the act 
of sending included in the construction of the word. 

However, the worldwide famous ‘postcard’ has different names not only in 
different languages but sometimes, as the Dutch and Italian cases show, even in the same 
one. For the Romanic languages Spanish and French it has mostly just one name, and it is 
related to the type of object it is, as well as to the act of sending: tarjeta postal or its 
abbreviation postal in Spanish, carte postale in French, and targeta postal in Catalan. In 
Italian the names cartolina postale and biglietto postale refer to a card that is posted; as 
well as cartões postaes (probably Esperanto) and the Portuguese cartão postal. But the 
Italian cartolina ilustrada refers furthermore to a card that is illustrated, and the three 
word name tarjeta postal ilustrada, in Spanish, is already more comprehensive.  

In the Anglo-Saxon rooted languages we find the distinction between just a posted 
card and an illustrated posted one more frequently: in English for example, we have 
postcard and picture postcard, being the first one again just a posted card and the second 
a card with a picture on it. In turn the English word picture and the Italian illustrada 
could refer either generally just to the image as an illustration. Picture moreover could be 
understood in its colloquial use meaning more precisely a photograph, but in general, it is 
just any image, reproduced by no technique in particular. In German, we have postkarte 
and ansichtkarte, where the first one means again a posted card and the latter a card with 
a view. In Swedish, we have vykart, which means again, a card with a view; and brefkort 
that would be a letter card. In this group that does not include the image in its name are 
also the Norwegian and Danish brevkort, as well as the Dutch briefkaart. 216 
 However, in Dutch we have four different names: ansichtkaart, postkaart, 
briefkaart, and prentbriefkaart. The first two ones share meaning with the German 
language and refer again to a card that is posted or that has a view on it. They are in fact a 
Germanism. The latter contains in it the type of object it was, that is, a card. Moreover, it 
contains the information that it has a printed image. It would only lack the postal element 
                                                 
216 See chart on Appendix II. 
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to be regarded as the most comprehensive name. We shall see that the name, as anything 
that enters in contact with human groups, is not free of their associations. Some of the 
names for instance, although they belong to the same language, are considered too 
formal, or already out of use. The dynamism that languages undergo also leaves a trace 
on the words, and words become simplified or adapted for various contextual reasons. It 
is the case of the name of the postcard in the Dutch language. In this respect it is worth 
mentioning that the word ansichtkaart has been put in a second place by those who wish 
to remain within a certain level of purity of the language because it is not a Dutch 
originated word but a German derived one, while the word prentbriefkaart offers the 
‘advantage’ of being Dutch in its entirety. 

However, the name of the postcard in The Netherlands has ended up in the use of 
two words: ansichtkaart, with its abbreviated use ansicht, and prentbriefkaart. The public 
uses the first word and they will even look at you with surprise if you use the second, as 
when you are awkwardly using an old-fashioned word. Sometimes for example, the 
public does not understand the word prentbriefkaart and after some moments of 
reflection, they finally say, “Ah, you mean ansichtkaart!” However, as above mentioned, 
within the context of all those who have a closer contact with the mentioned postal 
phenomenon, the word prentbriefkaart enjoys a higher status, and they will be almost 
annoyed when you use the word ansichtkaart, as it shows that you are not familiar with 
the ‘proper’ jargon. A collector will friendly correct your ‘mistaken’ use of the word 
when you refer to the card as an ansichtkaart. We owe this language distinction largely to 
Haverkate’s reflection on the subject. The use of one word or the other will locate you 
within or outside the world of the prentbriefkaart, which once again shows the richness 
of the associative powers attached to the object.   

On the other hand, we have seen that in the context of the daily usage, the public 
will ‘correct’ your awkwardness when using the word prentbriefkaart. This shows as 
well that there is no ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ word for it. From its etymology, 
prentbriefkaart, tarjeta postal ilustrada and picture postcard have proven to be the most 
comprehensive names. 217 Therefore I have decided to use here the Dutch word because 
of the possibility that this language offers of joining all three elements in just one word. 
However, I will add another name in Spanish that I consider the most specific for the 
medium studied in these pages, that is tarjeta postal ilustrada fotográficamente, which 
specifies that the sort of illustration in the card is a photograph. Not to be confused with 
the English terms Real Photo card (USA) or Photo postcards (GB), which refer to those 
photos that were portraits of people or of families. Therefore, they were mostly only one 
of a kind, not issued in large numbers. These terms are used to distinguish between 
commercially printed cards and these photographs printed on photograph paper with a 
preprinted postcard back. In contrast to these terms, tarjeta postal ilustrada 
fotográficamente, refers to all those cards that have a photographic content in the front 

                                                 
217 With this in mind, I have chosen to use in this document the term prentbriefkaart instead of postcard or 
picture postcard when referring to the Dutch examples. Only when called differently by an author, as in a 
quotation, the word used by him has been respected. For purposes of style, I will sometimes use the 
abbreviated and more general term card. Furthermore, I have used different names depending on the 
periods of development of the object I am when referring to it. I have also decided to use the term 
prentbriefkaart when referring to it as a concept and not as particular examples because as just one word, it 
has proven to be the most comprehensive one from an etymological point of view.  
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side, either as direct photographs with a preprinted postcard back, or as prints of 
photographs. 

In relation to the name we read in Haverkate’s “Encyclopedia […]”, that the 
Dutch prentbriefkaart was legally implemented by means of a modification to the Postal 
Law on January 1, 1871. Further elaboration took place in the Royal Resolution of 
February 30, 1870. 218 In Section 1, we read that forms intended for written 
communications would be maintained and that they had to be distributed by the 
administration. We read as well that, “After the filling in of the aforementioned forms 
will the name –or so called visiting cards no longer be tolerated in the footer of the 
printed pieces to be sent.” Furthermore, Haverkate refers us to two articles of the Royal 
Resolution in regard to the name of the prentbriefkaart: In the first one we read that “The 
referred forms in the above mentioned section of the law have the name of briefkaarten. 
The front side is meant for a suggested indicator intended for the address, as well as a 
print of a postage stamp of 2½ cents paid in anticipation. The obverse is meant totally for 
the message that has to be written on it.” In the second one we read that, “The writing of 
both the address and the message can be done with ink, pencil or with any other material 
of the same sort, with the condition however, that the handwriting is clear and remains on 
the paper. The printing of one or the other on the cards, with or without written addenda, 
is admitted. The briefkaarten are placed by or on account of the sender in the post office 
box. 219 

Among other things, these law regulations meant that every printed card, 
including the visiting cards, would cost 2½ cents. The word briefkaart was introduced by 
minister van Bosse during the discussions of the Lower Chamber on the subject of the 
law regulations. He considered it to be the easiest term for the public, though he never 
explained why. In addition to its use in this context, the word briefkaart was earlier used 
in the aforementioned Royal Resolution. However, not everybody was happy with the 
name, as it is shown by the newspaper Niewsblad van de Boekhandel (1871), where we 
can read that people gave their preference to the words postkaart, correspondentie-kaart 
and post-dépeche, or postal telegram, as opposed to the existing telephonic telegram. 
However, this had no impact whatsoever, and so the word briefkaart officially remained. 
The fact that it can be found in most of the cards, together with a translation in other 
languages, speaks about the attempt to make it an international phenomenon, which 
occurred in due time.  

 
 

                                                 
218 Haverkate, Encylopedie van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, 5. The new design of the Dutch Postal Law 
dated from February 1870. The final resolution was accepted by the First Chamber of Parliament on July 
20, and published on July 22 (Staatsblad 138). Implementation of the law had to take place in January of 
the following year. A curious detail is that during that design time in the year 1870, the card was 
temporarily called ‘carte correspondance’ based on the Belgium example. For a short while it was also 
called ‘Correspondentie-Kaart’, and Bosse, the Minister of Finances, mentioned once the word ‘postkaart’ 
in his presentation of the law to Parliament. Later on, he decided to name it ‘Brief-kaart’, because “I 
believe that this will be the easiest name for the big public’. Stapel, ‘Het ontstaan en de invoering van de 
Nederlandse briefkaart’, in: De Postzak, No.129, September 1981, 73-112. With thanks to Jan Spoorenberg 
for tracing this information. 
219 Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol. I, 5. My translation from the 
Dutch. 
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‘Our cards and yours’ 
 
 

1883 was the year of the illustrated briefkaart, and it came to circulation as an illustrated 
New Year card. The first publisher was the firm of the Koster brothers, who had a paper-
bookshop in Amsterdam. This firm, under the signature of J.C.Koster, had already been 
busy publishing the so-called briefkaart until then. In an advertisement by the Koster 
brothers published on June 1883, we read that contrary to the naming, the price was 
indeed influenced by the buyers.220 The Koster firm had eight different sorts of 
illustrations and when publishing them they complained that they had to be cheap 
because that was the Dutch public’s expectation: “As it is customary here in Holland, 
people do not want to know anything about [the German luxury New Year cards] because 
they are too expensive.”  Later, in the same advertisement we read, “One thing, and 
indeed the central issue, we must not forget, and that is how Dutch people want it, it must 
be cheap”. 221 Already in these early stages, we find traces of how people imprint their 
mark on the postcard phenomenon, showing how any cultural phenomenon never stays 
still and under control. We also immediately come across terms like ‘original’ and 
‘legitimate’, which are mental categories permeated by dynamic human values. We will 
find these categories continuously in relation to the prentbriefkaart, but we will see how 
these change depending on the context where they originate. We find an example of this 
later in the same year of 1883, in another advertisement published by the Koster brothers. 
Here, they reported that the amount of orders of the Illustrated New Year ‘Briefkaart’ 
was tremendously large. 222  

Once again, the public had taken action concerning the mentioned card, as we 
read about the recycling of the object in the complaint the Koster brothers made about 
those ‘many lazy ones […] who were coward enough to profit from other people’s ideas 
and imitated their Illustrated New Year ‘Briefkaart’. They called the imitators “parasites 
that were in no condition of creating anything of their own”. Another reading of this 
complaint tells us that the phenomenon was a very successful one, so much as to provoke 
copies of it. They proceeded to make a distinction between the ‘original’ Koster cards 
and the imitations. So we read in the advertisement, “Our cards of 3 cents each, produced 
by the atelier AMAND, 223 signed and designed by the first draftsmen of this atelier, will 
undoubtedly catch the attention due to our profuse way of advertising and to the 
magnificent extra large frame, neat in conception and execution, and by and large people 
will ask for the far and wide well known Illustrated New Year ‘Briefkaart’, that is sold at 
3 cents each in the current situation by the legitimate publishers”.  But there was in fact 
no need for the Koster brothers to worry about their market, as we learn that the 
introduced illustrated cards would become so successful that the Koster brothers would 
sell more than a million in the year 1885. 

                                                 
220 Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol.I, 14. 
221 Italics from the original source. My translation from the Dutch. 
222 Ibidem, Vol. I, 15. 
223 1) Italics from the original source. 2) Haverkate shows a reproduction of the advertisement of this atelier 
on Appendix no. 1 to the first volume of his “De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart”, 53. He 
reports that this atelier was found in the address book of the Dutch Bookshop of 1875, from which we can 
read its address in Amsterdam: Warmoesstraat 147. 
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In the first advertisement, they describe how the briefkaart had grown in the 
market during the twelve years that preceded the illustrated card:  

 
 
“It first started slowly, it became better and better, the cards became gradually somewhat bigger 
and better printed and although there was a growing debt and a lot of competition from others, 
who used our ideas, we obtained a remarkable result. Twelve years have passed by and we seem to 
be ready to jump a step forward (we know the Dutch spirit: slow but sure) and to be able to 
publish the Nieuwjaarsbriefkaarten in a form something in between our ordinary old cards and the 
Gratulations-Karten.” 224  
 
 
1883 became also an important year because of another phenomenon, the World 

Exhibition that was held in Amsterdam. This important event influenced the course of the 
illustrated briefkaart because there were cards issued on occasion of the event depicting 
not only the exhibitions but also images of the host city, Amsterdam. According to 
Haverkate, these were without doubt the first Dutch topographical cards. The publisher, 
who was also an engraver and a printer, was the German Franz Schem from Nuremberg. 
There were also cards without the name of the publisher that had a heading that read: 
‘remembrance of the International Exhibition in Amsterdam 1883’. Here we see that the 
function of the card was not only to be posted but also to be collected as a souvenir of an 
event, more than just of a place. They would undergo many changes in function, as can 
be seen by the fact they are now very desirable collectable items. They were meant as 
souvenirs, but they provide a good look into the Amsterdam of that time as well. We can 
find images of characteristic Amsterdam-places such as the Rijksmuseum, The Amstel 
Hotel, or The Palace of the Dam. Moreover, we cannot deny their value as historical 
documents, as long as they are approached from a broader contextualization. 

For obvious reasons philately has always been strongly related to the phenomenon 
of correspondence. In connection with the different collector’s domains, they did not and 
do not always interact smoothly, as the philatelist sometimes destroys the collecting items 
of the prentbriefkaart collector in order to get the postage stamp. One of the rare 
examples where one domain supports the value of the other is that of the first Dutch 
postage stamp depicting an event that was issued on occasion of this International 
Exhibition of 1883. It was the ‘Amsterdam Tent’ stamp, which was distributed from 
April 16 to October 31. Today this stamp is highly valued in the philately context, and so 
is a prentbriefkaart having the mentioned stamp on it. 

Due to the printed images, the context of such important international event as 
well as the market for the mentioned prentbriefkaart could strongly be related to 
reproducing and presenting a national identity, intended both for an exterior international 
community as for an inside one. At the level of the card regarded as a souvenir it fulfills 
the same function of reaffirmation of the self-identity because it stands as an object that is 
the proof of presence of the purchaser at the place depicted in such souvenir card. 
Furthermore, in the context of the city’s personality as a place who welcomes the exotic 
with open arms, which is clearly shown by the tourist element cultivated there until 
today; the International Exhibition card might as well symbolize Amsterdam as a host 

                                                 
224 Dutch for congratulation cards. 
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city of intercultural influences. As if it would not be enough, these cards also have the 
value of being considered the oldest official briefkaarten. 225  

But the Nieuwjaarsbriefkaarten had to keep on adapting to the new contexts and 
the changing needs of the public. In 1886, people considered then that the cards did not 
resemble anymore the Governmental ‘briefkaarten’ and therefore their name had become 
unsuitable. This imposed yet another change in the name of the cards, who from then 
onwards were called Felicitation cards. A new sort of card appeared also this year. That 
these cards had become different from the Nieuwjaarsbriefkaarten was clearly shown by 
the notification of “an extraordinary fine collection of Nieuwjaarsbriefkaarten and 
Felicitation cards” in this same year by a A.L. Land. 226 

The image content has also been determined or influenced by the public and the 
public’s beliefs. After all, it is the public who purchases the card. We shall see later, in 
connection with the Boomerang cards, that the public would eventually become officially 
in control. This shows how the prentbriefkaart, just as we have discussed before about 
photography, can reflect the social changes of the context where it functions. Haverkate 
reports in this respect for instance that in 1887, a T. Slagter ordered illustrated cards with 
drawings made by different artists. Their task was to make drawings inspired on verses 
three and fifteen from the book of Lucas, and verse four from both books of Johannes and 
Mathew. Slagter 227 published an advertisement where the cards were referred to as the 
Illustrated Christian New Calvinist New Year Cards. However, on October of the same 
year he changed again the name into Illustrated Calvinist New Year Cards. This is an 
indicator, states Haverkate, that Slagter had chosen for Abraham Kuyper’s side after the 
Doleantie 228 in 1886. Therefore, we can see here that the illustrated postcard transforms 
its meaning to become itself an expression of Slagter’s orthodox reformed religious 
position.  

And this was not an isolated case, as we can deduce by the fight Slagter had that 
same year with a T.J. Kousbroek from the city of Leiden, who himself claimed to have 
been the first publisher of a Christian card. In his advertisement of February 1887 we 
read that he called his cards Illustrated Christian New Year ‘Briefkaarten’. 229 We are 
now used to short, concise advertisements, but the publicity style of the time included 
requirements regarding the manner of writing, the content, and the lay out that would 
appear to us more like short articles. Fortunately for us, as they project a light into the 
context of the information they provide. Therefore, we read in Kousbroek’s 
advertisement about the existence of the Ten Kate’s Illustrated Christian New Year’s 
                                                 
225 van der Wart, ‘Reklamehandelstempels en Gelegenheidsstempels’, in: Haverkate, De geschiedenis van 
de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart,Vol. I, 21. 
226 Haverkate, ibidem, Vol. I, 23. 
227 In his Appendix no. 1 to the first volume of De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart  
Haverkate shows a reproduction of an advertisement published in Zwartsluis on april 22nd, 1880. There we 
can read that T. Slagter Hzn. was established as Book dealer and Book Printing House in Kollum, in the 
Dutch province of Friesland. Ibidem, 68. 
228 Doleantie refers to the period of the separation within the Dutch Reformed Church, between the 
orthodox group of followers of preacher and politician Abraham Kuyper. They separated to form a more 
purist protestant community, directed against and deploring (doleantie) the wrongs within the Reformed 
Church, the achievements of the French Revolution and against modernist change and liberal thought. J.J. 
Woltjer, Recent Verleden. De geschiedenis van Nederland in de twintigste eeuw (Amsterdam 1992), 31-34. 
229 Reproduced from the original in: Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol. 
I, 26-27. 
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‘Briefkaarten’, which are a more developed version of the first ones. We also get 
information from the press about his cards, which shows the reception they had among 
the public. The newspaper De Hollander, on November 5, 1886, wrote for instance about 
Kousbroek’s Illustrated New Year’s ‘Briefkaarten’: “We rarely see something so 
beautiful. The gold and the color print are really pure”. On December 4, the 
Protestantsche Noordbrabanter wrote, “The workmanship of the New Year 
‘Briefkaarten’ of the year bears witness of great taste. They are really attractive and 
beautiful […]. 

The text was also welcomed and very illustrative of the religious context of the 
society at that time as we read further in the same reaction of the Protestantsche 
Noordbrabanter, “the short verses, elegantly illustrated, are greatly suitable to be sent to 
friends and relatives on the occasion of the change of year’. Also commenting on the text 
we read on the Doetinchemsch Weekblad on November 13: “[…] the welcome greeting, 
[…] is not insipid but affectionately simple. In one word: Christian, and by the very hand 
of the gentlemen J.P. van der Maas and Jakob Eigeman themselves”. They seem to have 
been famous at the time, as stated on Het Noorden on November 2: “The content is not a 
farfetched rhyme, but is characterized by its solidity: the writers […] are by the way very 
well known. […]”. The advertisement ended with a delivery coupon that had to be sent 
also by post. It is curious that with this action the cards, even before being purchased, had 
already made use of the postal service. 

On April 1, 1892, the new post-law becomes operative. This law cost the Post 
Office the monopoly of the publication of the Illustrated Briefkaarten. The market had to 
be shared then with private publishers. However, they still had to follow the existing 
regulations of the Post Office concerning the physical dimensions (large and wide) and 
the quality of the paper (firmness), which had to be in accordance with those of the 
Governmental Briefkaarten. And they were strictly put into practice. This meant that a 
Briefkaart that did not fulfill these regulations, in the best of the cases, would be returned 
to the sender. In the worse scenario, they would be charged as letters and the sender 
would have to pay seven and a half cents instead of just two and a half. Haverkate 
considers this the actual ‘birth’ of the prentbriefkaart. 

It is also in 1892 that it is determined that the address side was exclusively for 
such purpose. It was therefore customary to have text on the image, and people tried to 
make the best out of the available space. This would be experienced later by some 
collectors as a disturbing habit, because it ‘pollutes’ the image. Again, in the subjective 
category of mental assessments, it is not surprising to find also other collectors who 
appreciate the card precisely because it has that text written on the image. Some of them 
like the handwriting and others consider it ‘beautiful’ because it has walked, that is, it has 
been posted and not just collected. We will later come back to this in relation to other 
collections. For the purpose of a cultural approach to the prentbriefkaart, the existence of 
such written text on the image tells us about the contact between the object and its user, 
and it shows moreover the phase in which our object of study was at the time. Moreover, 
the fact that it has walked shows clearly the human trace on the object, which is the main 
feature in a cultural analysis of this postal phenomenon. 
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This habit of writing on the image side changed in 1905, with the implementation 
of a vertical line and a separate space dedicated for the written text. 230 This is therefore 
an important change in the physical appearance of the illustrated briefkaart, which shows 
how the form and the content influence each other. The different legal regulations played 
also an important role in the form of the cards, beginning with the regulation of the 
dimensions and the quality of the material allowed, but also on the final visual result of 
the card after it has been filled in with the address, the message and the post stamps. 

Around 1883 a new form of card appeared that marked the development of the 
New Year ‘Briefkaarten’ to what would become the topographic card. There is no certain 
knowledge of who was the first Dutch publisher who engaged in the publication of the 
topographic cards although there is certainly some speculation in this regard. During that 
year topographic cards were posted with illustrations of Amsterdam, Arnhem, 
Scheveningen, Den Haag, Kampen, and Purmerend. Then an international important 
event was held in The Netherlands once more: the World Exhibition of Amsterdam in 
1895. The prentbriefkaart was also a visual instrument to show different scenes of the 
exhibition. A remarkable feature in it was the building of an invented city named ‘Old 
Holland’. 231 Like any other real city, it offered the visitor the possibility of sending a 
prentbriefkaart with its urban-scape on it. He could visit this imaginary city, which 
would eventually disappear together with the exhibition. 232 The card was printed and 
sold by N.J. Boon at the, also imaginary, city’s Post Office. The visual content of the 
prentbriefkaart was thus the image of a non-existing city that yet stood there, 
unquestionably, in Amsterdam 1895. A city within a city. And the mat green or brown 
printed card, with its ‘indisputable’ power to prove a visitor’s presence in a place, just 
like photography does, was then, and is still now, the material proof of the city’s 
existence.  

International exhibitions, among other events of big scope, have proved to be 
significant events in the construction and reaffirmation of the identity of a place. To be a 
guest city has always been an honor, and therefore, they are not ordinary events in the 
lifespan of a place. They become then an event that is worth being held, worth being 
organized and promoted, worth being documented and of course, worth being 
remembered. This is why it is not surprising to find back in the later published 
prentbriefkaarten of Amsterdam, images of the exhibition of 1895 intermingled with 
views of the city. In such cards, we can see for instance the Central Station or a woman in 
traditional clothing mixed with an image of the exhibition.  

The fact that the now famous Christmas card arrived so late in The Netherlands, 
while in England it was already issued in 1843, is another example of how the 
development of the prentbriefkaart is closely influenced and determined by the social 
events of the context where it unfolds. Haverkate states that it took until the nineties for 
the Christmas card to appear in the Dutch territory, and that this was the result both of 
the high price and of the Calvinist spirit that prevailed in those days. Due to such spirit 
there were many objections raised against what was referred to as the ‘profane’ 

                                                 
230 Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol. 1, 33. The divided back was 
proposed in 1902 by Great Britain and it was internationally applied in 1906. The Netherlands applied it in 
1905. 
231 Ibidem, 38. 
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Christmas Card. We know now that these obstacles were overcome in due course, giving 
access to the millions of Christmas Cards that without any question conquered the 
market until today.  

So far the prentbriefkaarten examples are difficult to trace and they constitute a 
unique acquisition by the collector who purchases them. But from 1898, there was an 
increasing production of cards, which means that there are plenty of examples still in 
circulation. The phenomenon of prentbriefkaarten literally explodes, and with it, the 
numerous possibilities of usages and re-usages. With its element of rarity lost, they 
became something rather common and therefore more ordinary. This lack of rarity can be 
considered to work both to its advantage as to its disadvantage. To its disadvantage, 
because it made the object less exotic and thus less worth of people’s attention. To its 
advantage, because it is, until today, an object that surpassed its context to relocate and 
‘re-live’ in many different ones. Its commonness can be considered as a drawback in this 
sense, but on the other hand, it shows its efficacy in functioning and adapting, and thus 
…in surviving.  

Moreover, its possibilities would enhance enormously with the arrival of 
photography as men could order cards that had their photograph issued on the front side, 
the real photo postcards. It was possible to order cards with a printed photograph either 
of oneself or of groups in memorable occasions, etc. We read also for example, that the 
publishers Emrik & Binger in Harlem printed a card of Wilhelmina in her Coronation 
gown in the inauguration year 1898 from a photograph made by the photograph Kameke. 
Identity representation is in order both in relationship to the photograph as in the 
reproduction of it in the form of a prentbriefkaart. Therefore, there were cards with 
photographs of four different categories that would constitute a typology of the postcard 
from the perspective of its photographic content. The first one would be the topographic 
one; namely, landscapes, cityscapes, village-scapes, etc. Community photographs would 
be the second category, depicting human groups in their different contexts, school 
groups, members of societies, family parties, etc. The third category would be the 
individual photography, which depicted portrayed individuals in different settings. 
Finally, the fourth category would be that of the photographs of material culture, which 
showed objects that for some reason ‘deserved’ to be photographed. This is intended in 
no way as an absolute closed categorization, as with every human phenomenon, it has a 
dynamic movement in space and time. That is why it is not rare that at times one category 
falls also into one or more of the others. This obliges us, in the course of our reflection of 
the prentbriefkaart phenomenon, to maintain ourselves open to explore all the different 
layers of meaning and function of our highly successful object. 
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Personalities 
 
 
The world of the obverse 

 
 

Nowadays we can consider that the visual content belongs to the domain of the front side, 
while the obverse was meant for any written element. One visual positive, and one 
written negative. We have already discussed before that just like with the mirror, where 
one never can be sure weather the reflection is the reflection or weather we are the 
reflection. What is actually the front and what is the obverse? In the prentbriefkaart there 
are no absolutes in terms of the front and the obverse. It depends on which side of the 
mirror we are located, or which year we are talking about. Furthermore, what used to be 
clearly the front has now become the back. And the powerful visual content is not neutral 
in this regard, as we now make an immediate distinction of back and front based on it. 
From our modern parameters, one could say that the back was invading the front of the 
briefkaart. That is maybe why it has disturbed so many so much. It breaks our 
contemporary schemes in addition to disturbing our visual space. This ‘invasion’ ended 
as soon as the new lay out became operative in 1905. The vertical line came to separate 
from then on the space destined for the message and the space destined for the address, 
giving place to one side dedicated entirely for the image and another side for the text. 
Perhaps it was then when the side with the image content, became the front one, leaving 
letters in the domain of the obverse. 

It is also that for many people this obverse is very, when not totally, neglected. It 
has been as if the visual feature of the briefkaart has been all that matters. Having already 
reflected upon the phenomenon of photography we will know why. Furthermore, within 
the context of the depiction of various identities, it is thus understandable the priority it 
has been given. For an example, we can just turn to any of the many local publications of 
old photographs, which to a high extent are reproduced prentbriefkaarten. You will 
immediately notice that in comparison to a photograph, a prentbriefkaart has less status, 
probably because the latter has a print of less quality. This is why the images are 
mentioned as photographs even when they are in fact reproductions of prentbriefkaarten. 
After all the act of naming … or not naming, is always important.  

They have been photographs indeed, but they did not remain as photographs, as 
they have been issued as prentbriefkarten. If they are mentioned as such, which is the 
case of the series of books In oude ansichten, or Kent u ze nog ...? 233, we do not get to 
access the obverse or to find any information about it. This means we never have any 
knowledge about the year of postage, or if it was posted at all or just collected. We also 
miss all information about both the sender, which mostly has at least written his or her 
                                                 
233 The European Library in Zaltbommel published the following series: 1) In oude ansichten, (In old 
postcards), a series of books depicting how a place used to look in the period between 1880 and 1925. 
Almost every place in the Netherlands has been represented. The line was first topographical but later it 
grew to become thematic including themes such as the horse streetcar, the steam and electric tram, castles, 
mills, etc. Related projects have been the Belgian series In oude prentkaarten (In old postcards) and En 
cartes postales anciennes. 2) Kent u ze nog ...? (Do you still know them …?) is a series that is focused on 
people-from-then in the context of a particular village or city. It covered from ca. 1880 to 1940.  
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name at the end of the message, and the addressee. Photographers or publishers are also 
lost together with the back. This parallel world of information remains mostly in the dark 
and disappears. A whole phase of the photographs vanishes! 

Sadly, this happens as well in most archives, which are the most important 
institutions nowadays in charge of the conservation and hopefully instrumentalization of 
photographic material. Collector Jan Spoorenberg, who worked himself in the Regional 
Archive in Eindhoven for a number of years states that he has sadly witnessed that 
archives have little interest and knowledge of the prentbriefkaart. He considers that the 
medium has not been given its proper place, that it has not been considered important 
enough because it is not in the same high status of an artistic visual document. This 
causes, in turn, that there is no staff prepared to handle the existing prentbriefkaart 
collections in the archives. It has been mostly the case that the prentbriefkaart is used as 
a carrier of photographic content but that the correspondence trajectory has been entirely 
neglected. That is why it is not surprising at all to see in many websites the presence of 
the front side without any registration over the obverse.  

The recent digitalization of the visual material in archives as an attempt to 
preserve the existing prentbriefkaarten many times it has not been carried out adequately 
however, because the whole world of the obverse has mostly been ruled out. This implies 
an exclusion of the whole image trajectory provided by the photographer, the publisher, 
and its postal use. In trying to preserve them, prentbriefkaarten end up being actually 
mutilated. The same image content does not necessarily mean that two cards are the 
same, as every prentbriefkaart collector will know. But there are more things we are 
missing when not looking at the obverse. For a philatelist, this missing domain is 
precisely their golden mine, as it is here where the postage stamp can be found. The ink 
Post Office stamp is also on this side, as well as other important information, such as the 
content of the message. An example of these mostly unnoticed features is the rich world 
of the fantasy weapons that appeared on the upper left hand side of the cards from the 
period of 1871 to 1892 that can only be appreciated in the back of the cards.  

Haverkate contemplates this underestimation of the obverse among collectors as 
well when he mentions that, “most collectors limit their interest of the prentbriefkaart to 
the image and the year of the card; the back is never or rarely looked at”. For him this 
does not make justice to the prentbriefkaart because he considers that the card 
presentation is of great importance. This ‘not looking at the obverse’ is maybe due to the 
mentioned preconceived idea that it is unimportant. We want to see the positive, not the 
negative. When looking at a prentbriefkaart we are mostly seduced by its image, 
considering it only an image carrier. But it is in fact more. Dr. C. Naaktgeboren, in his 
article Address side: not meant for the address, 234 elaborates on the mentioned theme of 
the obverse, inviting us to take a box of prentbriefkaarten and turn it around, so that we 
can look only at their back. However, this image seduction is the reason why, if we look 
at a box of prentbriefkaarten only paying attention to the back, we might feel strange, as 
if walking backwards.  

After what we have discussed over the front and the obverse, we might want to 
find out in which domain we are moving. We can see in the back of the card, in relation 
to the legislation of 1905, if the card belongs to the period before or after it was in 
practice. When it is still possible, we can trace the date on the stamp itself. With 
                                                 
234 Naaktgeboren, ‘Adreszijde: niet voor adres bestemd’, in: VDP-bulletin 76, 25-32. 
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exceptions, the philatelist can mostly find here his object of collection, and the message is 
found here after 1905. The presence of a stamp will make the card; by the way, increase 
its value in the market of collectors, particularly in the case of maximized 
prentbriefkaarten. This was a very common pastime in Europe, particularly in France, 
and it consisted of ‘maximizing’ a particular postage stamp by pasting it on a 
prentbriefkaart whose image content was the same as that of the stamp. The more 
resemblance they had, the better. On top of that one could always increase the value if the 
stamping machine was also alike, preferable stamped on the very day of the issuing day 
of the postage stamp. These are a very rare example of postally used prentbriefkaarten 
because they were purchased and then they underwent a (maximization) process with the 
idea of being just collected. That is why they were mostly posted in an envelope, which, 
to the delight of some collectors, causes that the collected item is most of the times in 
excellent condition. With this, it appears that collectors have been always creative in the 
investment of new values to their object. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

        
 
 



 127

 
  
 
 
In the former illustration, we see a prentbriefkaart from the Eastern Harbor in 

Groningen. We can see from the fact that the message is written on the front side that this 
card must be from before 1905. The postage stamp corroborates this as we read that its 
date of arrival in S’Gravenhage was October 28, 1900. We read it as well on the 
addressee’s address. On other examples one can read the different dates included in the 
stamps, which can let us see that a postcard took one day to arrive at its destination, 
which enabled people to use it for setting appointments. One can see thanks to the content 
of the written messages, that the prentbriefkaart had the place within the social life that 
the telephone would take over later on. In an even later future, it would be the internet or 
the telephones, together with the mobile phone calls and sms communications what 
would conquer the public’s preference. The e-mails and the sms messages are much more 
related to the prentbriefkaart than the first however, as they imply a short sent message 
and the same mentality of organizing it in a reduced format. Within this framework, it is 
interesting to reflect upon the fact that this sms messages constitute the most successful 
market nowadays, and that they have evolved as well, just as the prentbriefkaart did 
once, from just a written message to a message with an image.  

But going back to the traditional prentbriefkaart we have seen that the blending of 
the private terrain and the public, which is its nature, has sometimes been experienced 
still as a difficulty. Not all appointments and not all messages sent are meant to be public. 
The easiest way to solve this has been to send the card in an envelope, which some 
people did, even when it implied that the card would be considered as a letter and would 
become more expensive. However, people still sent cards without envelope and instead, 
people invented secret appointed ways to exchange messages that were more private. A 
young couple for instance, who would like to settle a secret appointment without the 
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entire household to know about it, would agree upon a secret code within the public 
message that would imply that there was another hidden message under the post stamp. 
Mostly the words z.o.p., 235 from the Dutch ‘see under the postage stamp’, would be 
included in the message. This had thus to be removed in order to access the private 
message. But this playful communication language was invented in fact due to less 
charming circumstances. In the same German source, we read that the inventors were the 
group of Belgian refugees coming to The Netherlands during the First World War and 
staying in refugee camps. 

Therefore, those who might think that due to its open nature there are no secrets in 
a prentbriefkaart, are in fact mistaken. This so-called post stamp language recaptured the 
private sphere of communication and it reminds us that even in a prentbriefkaart, with all 
its openness, not everything is what it seems. We read that in 1900 a German author 
Peters published a book called “Illustrated postage stamp for lovers and fiancés”. 236 
There he explains how the secret code worked. There were eight possibilities to locate the  

 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
235 Zie onder de zegel. 
236 Illustrierte Briefmarkensprache für Liebende und Verlobte, in: Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de 
Nederlandse prentbriefkaart ,Vol. III-B, 114. 
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One example of the Dutch postage stamps language in a 
German Real Photo card. A flipped number five horizontal 
stamp, pasted diagonally to the right, meant A kiss from me. 
A straight number eight stamp pasted horizontally meant 
Always yours. The message of a flipped number seven 
horizontal stamp pasted diagonally to the left meant Don’t 
be sad, while a pasted horizontal stamp rotated ninety 
degrees to the left, meant I love you. To say Goodbye, one 
would paste a horizontal stamp rotated ninety degrees to the 
right. If you flipped vertically a horizontal stamp, it meant 
Come back. A vertical stamp, vertically flipped and pasted 
diagonally to the right, would say Think of me. To ask 
someone to Be loyal, a vertical stamp rotated ninety degrees 
to the right would be in order. And you would have to rotate 
ninety degrees to the left a vertical stamp to say I am 
waiting for you. 

 
 
 

postage stamp; each clockwise numbered starting from the center. By combining the 
different numbers, you can get up to sixty-four different codes. You could stick the 
postage stamp in any of these, or stick more than one to make different combinations. 
This lover’s game granted them the hidden place that all lovers seek for. This secret 
language however, became also standardized when publishers realized about it and then 
published cards illustrating such code. One lover would buy the card twice and send one 
to his or her loved one, who was aware of the code.  
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Today the price of the post stamp is the same for a letter than for a postcard. 
Therefore, we can choose to send the card in an envelope, which will guarantee the 
privacy of the message. Because it is assumed that an envelope will be used this 
influences the lay out of the obverse, as sometimes there is no central line to separate the 
space intended for the address and that intended for the message. However, sometimes 
the envelope proves to be of help in other contexts. For example, in some countries, when 
the card is too pretty, the mail carrier might just ‘decide to take it with him’, obliging the 
sender to put it in an envelope to guarantee its arrival. After all that is the risk of any 
dispatch: even in the most regulated countries, and for the most amazing reasons, it might 
just never arrive!  

 
 
 

From ink to voice 
 
 

Among the things that have changed nowadays is the conquest of a new terrain by the 
prentbriefkaart, that is, the digital one. Nowadays it is even possible to send a 
Boomerang smscard, which is a prentbriefkaart sent via a mobile phone. In relation to 
this new phenomenon, we can trace two separate lines of development of the 
prentbriefkaart: one of its physicality as a card and another one where the prentbriefkaart 
has adapted to the new digital communication domain, namely, the smscards. Or maybe it 
is more as if the smscards were dressed up as a prentbriefkaart. After all, some of its 
constituting elements are still present. How could one otherwise dress up as someone 
without referring to his or her features?  

These digital cards belong to the modern phenomenon of the (non-digital) Free 
cards, which to a great extent show how the medium has survived through time. It has not 
only stayed as it was, an illustrated posted card, but in the form of all the Free cards that 
circulate in many countries all around the world, it has conquered all financial obstacles 
that could have been in her path at earlier times. The function of both development lines 
is still the same: to maintain and promote contact among people through the sending of 
messages. As long as it has been posted, the element of its fast delivery remains 
unchangeable as well in any of the phases of this development. However, the cards that 
are only collected follow other lines of development, which means we have in fact three 
different development lines.   

The lay out remains the same: one image (photograph or print) in the front side 
and a correspondence space in the back side divided in two halves, one dedicated to the 
addressee and the post stamp (symbolical in this case), and another half dedicated to the 
message. The process of sending has naturally evolved into digital sending, with the 
jargon and procedure of the new medium. We can see that in the instructions Boomerang 
cards Belgium offers for their users, in an unmistakable digital language: 237  

 
 

                                                 
237 All information about Boomerang Freecards Belgium has been taken from their website 
www.boomerang.be  
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“Pick a Boomerang card in one of your displays and you will find an smscode on the back. […] A 
different smscode is appropriated to each card. Send an sms to 3001 indicating:  
 

1) the smscode [that] is mentioned on the back of the chosen card.  
SPACE  
2) Your first name or nickname to sign your smscard.  
3) the phone number of the person to whom you want to send the card.  
SPACE  
4) Your message. 
(Do not forget the spaces) 
 

Your friend receives then an sms message with a personal access code to view the card you sent 
and pick it up on.  
“That’s it … and it’s that simple”. 
 
 
In this new medium, we see that the prentbriefkaart has changed the traditional 

model, as it undergoes another major change in its content: what used to be the front side 
image can be now also an animation. With this new medium, the prentbriefkaart 
becomes a film star, moving in the domain of film. We will come back to this later in 
relation to filmmaker Ad van den Eeden and his film-prentbriefkaarten. Still, in the frame 
of Boomerang free cards we see moreover that the element of interactivity appears, as 
you can design your own card! In the Boomerang website (Belgium) we read that you 
can “express yourself with your cards throughout the world” with “no limits”. “All 
creations are welcome to be on line: drawings, pictures, digital formats, textiles, collages 
…The material doesn’t matter … Creation is everything”.  

The following is a model for the production of the prentbriefkaart from its 
creation to the moment it arrives at the hands of the addressee. We first have the 
prentbriefkaart designer, which is mostly the only person involved in making all the 
decisions in relation to how the prentbriefkaart will look. We have seen however, that the 
purchaser has often influenced this. Then we have the publisher, who, based on the 
market, decides which photographs and which prints will be used for the front side. 
Afterwards we have the consumer, who decides to buy the offered product or not. The 
consumer also decides whether the prentbriefkaart will be sent or collected. Then the 
receiver (addressee) appears, deciding the following possible phases of the object. The 
participation of the consumer in the first phase means that he has enhanced his domain of 
influence. Never before has the consumer had so direct influence on the design of the 
card, which gives place to a structural change in the model. 

 
 
 
 

Traditional model:  Designer  Publisher  Consumer  Receiver 
New Model:  Designer + Consumer  Publisher (server)  Receiver 
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Another Boomerang free card that is interesting to mention in relation to the 

changes of the prentbriefkaart is the Voice Boomerang Card. The personalized sound 
element added to the image provokes a structural change in the materiality of the 
prentbriefkaart as we had known it. The traditional card was made of thick paper; it was 
just paper with another paper attached to it (stamp) and written on with ink. However, the 
Voice Boomerang card has a spoken message, and it is a familiar voice, not any voice. It 
is the conquest of the sound-scapes. Before you could recognize the sender by means of 
his autograph, and so the card offered a guarantee of having been ‘touched by the hands 
of …’ In the digital medium this touch is lost, though replaced by the personalized 
design: a mindprint. And by the speaking voice: the soundprint of the sender. “Send a 
Boomerang Voice card using your mobile anywhere in the world. How does it work? 
Pick a Boomerang card in one of your displays and you will find an sms code on the back 
side. A different sms code is appropriated to each card. Call … and leave a message on 
the Boomerang vox machine. Your friend will receive a sms message with a personal 
access code to play the card you sent and pick it up.” All things considered, there is no 
better proof of presence than that of a voiceprint. 
 
 
 
A card with multiple personality 

 
 

Going back to the back, we can also follow another line in the development of the 
prentbriefkaart in terms of the density of content of the obverse. We have seen that it 
started just as a blank space for the message and augmented its scope after 1905 to host 
the image. Somewhere it even became the front. We even have examples of cards that are 
so crowded, that there is no space at all for writing anything. One always has the recourse 
naturally, of invading again the image with the written text. This would be the case of 
some of the cards printed as publicity. One example of these is the card of Athena’s Book 
Handel, in the city of Groningen, specialized in literature and art books. In the front side, 
just like in the personal carte de visite, we can find a photograph of the store. In the back, 
we find information about where it is located. In the place of the correspondence space, 
we have a map! There is a space for the address of the addressee, which is probably for 
an already registered client. It is interesting that in the place meant for the postage stamp, 
we find a symbolical post stamp image of Athena, which is the identity symbol, and 
therefore name of the bookstore. If we would decide to post it, as I have, the stamp then 
hides the icon. And because the map is in fact a faded image, there is space to write a 
small message. Even more, to point in the map at another familiar place, make an 
appointment, or remember one. 
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Another card with a clear publicity function that is used otherwise is the card of 
accordion maker Frans van der Aa, from Heeze, near Eindhoven. His card is also going 
back in the evolution of the prentbriefkaart to the times of the carte de visite as it in fact 
functions also as one. The front side does not have his photograph but it has his 
autograph, and an image of his accordions, which means that he is presenting himself as 
an instrument builder. And anybody familiar with the world of musical instruments 
knows that the maker’s autograph is of utmost importance, as it is an unmistakable proof 
that he has built it and that it is considered by him as one of high quality. It is the family 
name of the instrument. The publicity side of the card, the front one, is evident. I received 
his card though, as a calling card, because he knew that I would not be in the position of 
buying an accordion, nor did I want to have one tuned or repaired. Another clue is that in 
the back there is no space at all for a message, much less for an addressee. There is only 
information about where to contact him and about what he does, which gives it a clear 
character of a calling card.  
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In both publicity cards mentioned, we might ask ourselves weather to still call 

them prentbriefkaarten because the communicative element of the message is lost. It is 
still a card with the customary features of size, material, and content of the front side.  
However, the content of the back has changed: there is no space for a message or an 
addressee. As aforementioned, these cards could better be considered under the category 
of cartes de visite, where there is an element of presentation and representation of an 
identity. In the case of the Athena’s Book Handel, a store’s identity; and in the case of 
van de Aa, an individual identity, mixed with that of the company. One has a 
characterizing stamp, while the other presents his signature. Nevertheless, we can still 
call them a prentbriefkaart, even though they are only paying homage to it. 

It is interesting to note that this connection between the prentbriefkaart and the 
cartes de visite is also present in other contexts. This is collector Simon van Blokland’s 
calling card, which due to his strong relationship to the phenomenon in question, has 
used, not surprisingly, a prentbriefkaart design for his calling card. While the last two 
examples could still deceive us because they look so much like the postally functional 
prentbriefkaart, the next example will let us know immediately that it is not one as it has 
the size of a modern calling card. He also has the same but in a bigger version, but not 
big enough as a prentbriefkaart, which means they cannot be posted. 238  

If one thinks of having a photograph of oneself in a carte de visite, we can say 
here that we have prentbriefkaarten depicting three different views of Amsterdam, which 
in the context of van Blokland’s attachment to the city and the prentbriefkaart; they could 
be considered as representative images of himself. All the mentioned examples that do 
not fulfill totally the requirements to be considered prentbriefkaarten can be on another 
                                                 
238 The address of Simon van Blokland has been digitally erased to protect his privacy. 
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perspective considered as symbolic ones. This speaks about the process of substitution of 
the original object, which in turn tells us about the great survival ability it displays. 

 
 

  
 
 

   
  
 
In the following examples we will see a development of the prentbriefkaart. In 

the prentbriefkaart of the Buitenhof in The Hague (4) we can see an example of a card 
where publicity allowed the correspondence functions of the obverse to remain, though it 
was never posted. We can read that the card in question intends to promote the “Chocolat 
Martougin” business, but in contrast with the earlier examples, it is discretely located at 
the upper left hand side of the card. Contrasting is the prentbriefkaart of the Philips 
workers village in Eindhoven (5) which has a concert program printed on the entire back. 
We can also read the price of such a card in the collector’s market today, and also a price 
in the already disappeared Dutch guilder. From this we can read the trajectory of this 
card: it has functioned as publicity for the concert and as publicity for what was 
considered the modern Philip’s residences. It has survived as a collected card, but was 
never posted. It finally arrived at the archive of a seller of prentbriefkaarten before 
getting to my hands in a prentbriefkaart fair (which is shown by the price written on it) 
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and subsequently ending up as an illustration here. Worth mentioning is that all this 
trajectory cannot be accessed by means of the front side only; namely, the visual content.  

Moreover, in terms of space availability Naaktgeboren considers there is a 
traceable development on both sides: the front and the back one. It is not a chronological 
evolution, though at times it may appear so. It is more an evolution in pauses, of the 
positive and the negative; of two parallel lines that never meet but that unfold like the 
mirror, with one side moving to the right and another to the left. Like resting points to 
reflect upon. 
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While the front side started full with text and developed to a more empty space in some 
of the modern versions of prentbriefkaarten for instance, the back became more and more 
crowded with text, so much as to become useless for any message, as already discussed. 
The front development goes from being completely crowded with hand written text in the 
first example, to a front with an image that has to be ‘invaded’ by the hand written text, 
as there is no more space available for that purpose. Then it moves to a front totally 
dedicated to the image with no text at all. It follows to a modern example of a 
prentbriefkaart with publicity function that has both the image as well as the text printed 
on its front side. Finally it ends up in a card with a minimalist image with no text either 
printed or hand written.  
Continuing from the point of view of content density, the obverse on the other hand in 
fact starts its development from the second example. We start then with a card from 
before 1905, with no space at all but for the address. The third card is also such an 
example. Then we go to the first, fourth and sixth examples, where there is already a 
division for the text and the message in the back of the card. The card that would be then 
the most crowded is example number five, where there is no space for anything, neither 
the address nor the message. The interesting thing of black card number seven is that it 
does not have any image. It has only a reference to the black card as if it was one. In this 
sense, it is closer to our first example, where we have text without an image. However, 
the text has already being printed so it is not really a correspondence space. Moreover, 
the text only makes sense in connection with the lack of image, or the reference it makes 
to it. One might play along with the suggestion that it is indeed a photograph made at 
night, a failed one; and that is a contradiction to photography, as we know that it is a 
medium that needs light to be exercised. It is interesting to mention that it is a most hated 
card by many topographic collectors. Spoorenberg, for instance, thinks that it is more like 
a bad joke. However, for the sake of the unity of his collection, he purchased this one. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 144

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
7 

 



 145

   
Example number four is not meant to be sent anymore but to inform about the 

museum’s exhibition. The postal element is gone. However, when asked about why he 
was taking more than one of the following cards, a tourist student said that they were so 
pretty that it was worth sending them, even if you had to put them in an envelope and 
send them with a letter. “Besides”, she said, “I take one of them for myself as a souvenir 
of the exhibition I visited, to remember it”. In this sense, they can be collected and 
displayed in albums as well, just like those examples early in the beginning of the 
prentbriefkaart phenomenon. As for the postal element, it is indeed posted, but in an 
envelope. Its path is a postal journey, though the stopping points are not the usual ones. 
Moreover, it fulfills the confirmation of presence required from a prentbriefkaart, not to 
mention that in the minds of the users, symbolic prentbriefkaarten are still always 
prentbriefkaarten. 
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‘Prentbriefkaart’ mobilization in times of war 
 
 

In the world of prentbriefkaarten the postman plays a main role. However, it is a 
Bosnian-Serbian student, son of a postman, who will give context to the following 
prentbriefkaarten. His name was Gavrilo Princip, and he was the pro-Serbian nationalist 
that murdered Frans Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne and his wife Sophie 
von Hohenberg in Sarajevo, Bosnia, on June 28, 1914. Gavrilo Princip was part of a 
group of assassins, acting with support of the Black Hand, a secret society founded by 
pan Serbian nationalists. They wanted to leave the Austro-Hungarian Empire and join 
Serbia. Although the injured couple was taken to the hospital, they both died from their 
wounds anyway. And this was the detonator of war. Austria-Hungary made a declaration 
against Serbia on July 28, a month after the assassination. Some days later, Germany 
declared war against Russia, France and Belgium. In November the Otoman Empire now 
Turkey, joined against Russia, Great Britain, and France, known as the Triple Entente. 
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And a month later, Bulgaria became the fourth country entering the alliance. After a 
while, every nation opposing the Germanic Empire was known as the Allied Powers, and 
in the following years, it escalated to a point where, by the end of the war in 1918, there 
were twenty-six countries that had joined the Allied Powers. 
 A major social impact of this war was that every country was affected, even if 
they were not in the war zone, as it was the case of the neutral Netherlands. For the 
nations in war, mobilization meant that civilians became suddenly soldiers that were 
confronted with the possibility of death. For neutral places, it meant civilians became 
soldiers that were sent to strategic locations to wait for the order to go to war only in an 
extreme case. Both in active and neutral locations soldiers would communicate with their 
families by mail, and the prentbriefkaart was a favorite means of doing so. The “WW1 
Silks” are an example of this popularity of the medium. They were embroidered cards 
produced in 1914 through 1918 that declined, not surprisingly, in 1919 onwards. After 
around 1923, they are not found anymore. These cards were hand embroidered on strips 
of silk mesh with as many as twenty-five on a strip. When the strips were finished, they 
were sent to factories for cutting and mounting on prentbriefkaarten. Mostly they were 
produced by French and Belgian women refugees who worked at home and at refugee 
camps. Most cards feature British, French and American flags, symbols and greetings 
because they were very popular among British and American soldiers serving in France. 
And most of the cards do not have postage stamps as they were mailed under Military 
mail, as the generals realized the importance of maintaining motivated soldiers. These 
cards became treasured mementos of “the boys over there”, and it has been estimated that 
about ten million cards were made during this period. 239 
 The following series of prentbriefkaarten will illustrate how they were used by 
soldiers in the Netherlands during the mobilization that took place during the First World 
War. They all come from the private collection of Frans Huijbregts and belong all to the 
mobilization period of 1914. The Netherlands did not participate militarily in the First 
World War, but maintained its position of neutrality, which is why we see mostly images 
of soldiers in expectation. We see in fact, that to a certain extent, life went on as normal, 
as shown by that prentbriefkaart of a silver wedding of a general in Hoge Mierde in 
1915, or the one of a golden wedding celebration for which the military built an honor 
gate on May 18, 1915.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
239 www.ww1-propaganda-cards.com. See this website for examples of cards related to World War 1. The 
private prentbriefkaart collections of Paul Hageman and Jerry Kosanovich shown in this site are a thorough 
illustration of this period. 
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The soldiers posed proudly in front of the camera when a photographer was 

present trying to document the life in the army. We see soldiers working in the fields, 
guarding the borderlines, and generals and colonels proudly wearing their uniforms 
around a table. The following card never ‘walked’, probably because it was used as a 
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remembrance of this soldier’s stay in Hoge Mierde during the mobilization. In order not 
to forget, he even wrote in the back of the prentbriefkaart the place and date. His 
signature gives notice of his name as well: Gerard. The identity charge of this 
prentbriefkaart -photograph is unmistakable. What does this sequence tell us about that 
period? Mainly that life stood still, that there was no actual military action and the 
soldiers were away from home just waiting. They had a lot of time to spare and besides 
the few local activities in the villages; there was not much to do. Photographers could 
easily visit the different military locations, which were kept secret, and made photographs 
of the life in the camps. This is probably why the making and sending of cards became so 
popular. It became a nice hobby and a communication with the relatives. The cards of 
this period would not have such a socio-political role as during the Second World War, as 
we shall see. 
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A soldier with a name 
 
 

Gerard appears on other cards because photographers used to make a trip to the military 
camps, where they stayed for a couple of days making shots. They are all cards dating 
from May 1915, Hoge Mierde, and none of them has walked. They have all remained in 
Gerard’s family photograph collection before coming into the hands of Huijbregts. There 
is a photograph depicting Gerard with a woman from a photographer in Amsterdam in 
what is probably a wedding photograph. Thinking of the models discussed before 
regarding the readings that models provide to interpret the relationships of the portrayed 
people, we could dare to say that this woman might have been his wife and that this could 
very well be a wedding picture.  

As contextual note to Huijbregts’ collection, we find the text written in pencil by 
the collector. When comparing all the military cards with the one from Amsterdam we 
notice that the quality is different, which tells us as well that they were taken in different 
geographical places, though Huijbregts’ handwriting states that it belongs to Hoge 
Mierde to the period of May 1915. The fact that Gerard is wearing the ceremonial army 
uniform is telling us also the significance of the occasion of the photograph, and of the 
bond to the woman. It would be easy to conclude that because the publisher of the 
prentbriefkaart is from Amsterdam, that the photograph was taken in that city. However, 
once again a contextual reading will tell us that perhaps the card was only issued there. 
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The following example is a prentbriefkaart-photograph that did ‘walk’. We can 
read that in the right hand corner of the obverse: militair, which means it went through 
the official army post service. It did not need any postage stamp but the ink seal tells us 
that it was sent from Hilvarenbeek on the January 26, 1915. We read in the written 
message, “I am not allowed to say where it is, but behind the line near the sentry posts it 
is already abroad. Coincidentally a photographer dropped by and made this shot”. 240 
From the front visual content we see there is a railroad passing through, from which we 
can conclude that it is Esbeek in 1918, in the municipality of Hilvarenbeek, defining 
geographically and temporally the information provided by the seal.  

 
    
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
240 My translation from the original message in Dutch: L.P.M. Waar het is mag ik niet zeggen, maar achter 
de streep, bij de schildenhuisjes is het buitenland. Toevallig kwam een fotograaf afgeraakt die de kiek 
maakte. Adé. K.  
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This used to be a small village shop that would not guarantee a sufficient income for 
the owners, which would make them transform it into a dancing place during the 
mobilization period to improve economically. The shop can be seen through the right 
window, while the left window was the living room of the house. Upstairs would 
become then a dancing place at night. This house still exists and it is now the eating 
house De Bengel. 
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Not all army members were as lucky as Gerard was to get himself portrayed. 
Mostly it was those with a high military rank that would be chosen for the photographs, 
as they were probably considered more ‘representative’. The identity content of the 
prentbriefkaart-photograph was not so directly depicted then. Therefore, we find cards 
like the following military card from Eersel. This postally used card depicts in the front 
side an image of what was probably a military lodging house during the mobilization. We 
cannot see the date exactly but we can trace the word Eersel from the seal. For a collector 
it is a cheap prentbriefkaart because it does not have a clean front: there is a handwritten 
cross under the left hand window! In the traces of identity depiction in the prentbriefkaart 
it is exactly the sign we are looking for as it is not just any mark, it is an identity one. We 
read in the message: […] a lot has still to be arranged in the room. Not that I have quite a 
lot but you never know. With the cross you can notice my small room. Watch carefully in 
the […] maybe you see me still standing there”.  

After this mobilization, in the period between both World Wars, right after the 
Depression of the thirties, the prentbriefkaart was enjoying a reasonable status, though it 
did come to a halt. In certain years there was even a drop in the sales but the favorable 
influence of tourism, the existence of a rage for certain kinds of cards (of film stars 
specially), the mobilization and the activity and productivity of a certain amount of 
publishers helped to maintain the prentbriefkaart phenomenon active. 

Later, in the period of the World War II there were for the first time cards issued 
not exclusively in the Netherlands by ordinary publishers or particular institutions 
(societies and clubs). In addition, German inclined institutions and the Illegality 
published prentbriefkaarten and photos in this period. There were of course in such a 
time of prohibitions and illegality, cards that were privately produced. The cards related 
to this period have such a strong connotation still that we read in Haverkate’s own words 
his defense for even mentioning the subject: “The readers, who lived through this dark 
period personally, will not have the need to be confronted again with all this deprivation 
and misery. That is understandable. On the other hand, purely historically seen, it was an 
important period. […]” 241  

The Governmental Institution for War Documentation (NIOD) 242 in Amsterdam 
is the only agency that has available information about this period and there is not much 
collecting done around this theme, as we shall see later on account of Carla Meijsen’s 
collection. In this institution, prentbriefkaarten and photos are kept together, which 
shows that the prentbriefkaart is considered in fact as a photograph, though due to the 
fact that it followed an underground trajectory, some photographs actually even 
functioned as prentbriefkaarten. There are cards from the Mobilization period of 1939, 
acts of war depicted in prentbriefkaarten, cards published by German inclined 
authorities, cards produced by Illegality, cards of Dutch war graveyards, liberation cards, 
etc. 

World War II started in 1939; The Netherlands proclaimed a mobilization 
immediately and public buildings were taken over by the army. Just like during the 
earlier mobilization of 1914, many cards were sent from the soldiers to their families and 
back. They were meant as a comforting message for the families, like “I am (soon) 
coming back on leave”. We see immediately the appearance of humor in the illustrations 
                                                 
241 Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol. III-A, 25. 
242 NIOD: Nationaal Instituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie (National Institute for War Documentation). 
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of the cards, which was of course colored by reaffirming statements as “I’m going to hold 
my ground”. And there were of course many prentbriefkaarten with photographs of the 
different ways the German army conquered the streets. The parachutists attack above The 
Netherlands on May 1940 has been registered in a prentbriefkaart published by Lamme 
for example. There are also many cases of prentbriefkaarten showing different scenes of 
destruction of the bombed city of Rotterdam. 243  

It is clear that the reason for this visual registration was the consciousness of 
standing in a turning point in the city’s identity. We must not forget that photography 
offers the illusion of preserving something that is imminently disappearing, in this case 
the city. It is also that the visual registration, as we have seen in relationship to family 
photographs, is of utmost importance in the documentation of any life span’s significant 
moment. Finally, it is also functioning as a tool to remember, due to the identity charge 
attached to memory.    

However, the German regime was also aware of the possibility of the medium to 
be used as propaganda, which proved to have been of utmost importance during the Nazi 
regime. Most of these cards were cathartically destroyed after the war, which is why there 
are not many exemplars available. There is knowledge of at least three agencies that were 
still publishing cards in The Netherlands: the NSB, the Zwarte Soldaat, and the 
Nederlandsche Arbeidsdienst. 244 Haverkate’s search in the NIOD provide us with an 
example of a card published by the NBS that has the following legend in the back side: 
“Only when we work with discipline and order under the leadership of an independent 
State power, when also a European collaboration is achieved by the will of the Germanic 
people, can every Dutch people and Europe live in freedom, right and well being. That is 
the aim of the N.S.B. Become a member!” 245 

Once again, within another context, we see that people sent prentbriefkaarten 
with a secret code or language during the occupation years. Abbreviations as O.Z.O., 
N.E.Z.O. and J.O.Z.O were used, which meant correspondingly: 246 ‘Orange will win’, 
‘Of course England will win’, and ‘Are you also so optimistic?’ The risk of such 
messages is clear, as we know that any rebellion against the German regime was 
punished with death. But in such exceptional times the need for a reaffirmation of 
identity is of extreme importance. War is one of those moments where men appeals to his 
national icons for that purpose, and that is why the royal house of the Orange was of so 
much significance as a national identity symbol. We read in this respect in Haverkate for 
instance, about the existence of a photo card production by photographer A.J. Bosch. He 
published a simple print of a small photograph of Princess Juliana and her two daughters, 
but he also used several of his own photographs. They were all intended as a 
counterattack to the ideological Nazi campaign. He made a series of photographs of the 
occupation of The Hague by the Germans. He got for instance also a pair of shots of the 
plunder at Palace Noordeinde to which he attached with his own handwriting the 
                                                 
243 The publisher Fotar documented the following destroyed places in Rotterdam: the post office, Café 
Pschorr, Coolsingel, the Grand Theatre, Plan C en Steiger, among others. See Haverkate, De geschiedenis 
van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol. III-A, 35. 
244 NSB: Nationaal-Socialistische Bond. Zwarte Soldaat: Black soldier. Nederlandsche Arbeidsdienst: 
Dutch Labour Service. 
245 Haverkate, ibidem, Vol. III-A, 40-41. My translation from the Dutch. 
246 O.Z.O.: Oranje zal overwinnen, N.E.Z.O.: Natuurlijk engeland zal overwinnen, and J.O.Z.O.: Jij ook zo 
optimistisch? My translation from the Dutch. 
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following texts on the image: “The Dutch people will take revenge of the robbers of the 
properties of our beloved sovereign, Live Oranje!” “Silently he had to watch how the 
properties of our Queen were carried away.” 247  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
247 Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol. III-A, 46-47. 
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The money that these prentbriefkaarten produced was used by Bosch to finance 

the resistance, and his photographic skills provided many false passports for people 
underground. For clear reasons, there was no mention of publishers or printers. In 
addition, the official postal trajectory was too risky to be used for such correspondence, 
and to send such a card would point to the addressee as a resistance collaborator. And so 
the prentbriefkaarten had to be spread in secret, as a relay of hope: “Read and Pass on”. 
 
 
 
‘Writing says more’ 
 
 
For a society like ours, where communication develops faster than we can sometimes 
assimilate, it might be difficult to imagine what a turning point the postcard meant in its 
time of appearance, but the postcard made a grand contribution to the development of 
communication systems. It changed not only the postal system as it was, but it had an 
impact on the society that used it. Hence, it changed also the mentality of people in 
relationship to correspondence. And for an object that might be and is nowadays so easily 
underestimated, it keeps offering, just like photographs do, a wide range of nets of 
meanings and functions that interact dynamically within the human context. It is not 
surprising then that the prentbriefkaart not only has survived the arrival of the telephone, 
the internet, the mobile telephony, the fax, etc., but it has moved on to new phases of 
meaning. 

Prentbriefkaarten fulfilled from the beginning and up to now the role that later 
would be taken over by tourist photography, where the photograph and the 
prentbriefkaart, in part due to the photograph, are a convincing proof that the place has 
been visited. It is interesting that even after the democratization of cameras and the 
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simplification of its use, the prentbriefkaart is still present. It has not entirely been 
substituted by the camera. Actually, both the prentbriefkaart and the camera have learned 
to coexist and complement in the tourist market. It is worth noting that sometimes it is 
even the prentbriefkaart that in fact substitutes the camera. For instance, when a tourist 
place does not allow the use of cameras to visitors, either because they want to sell cards 
or because they want to protect the copyright of the place’s image. The tourist, desperate 
to ‘take the place with him/her’, buys then the closest thing to taking a photograph, 
namely, the prentbriefkaart. Some places, like art museums, exploit this and sell all sorts 
of prentbriefkarten in the mostly expensive museum shops. But even when it might be 
expensive, everybody can afford a card. One cannot buy an original painting, but one can 
certainly buy a reproduction of that same painting at a more available price. Therefore, 
the prentbriefkaart is not only democratic itself by being cheap and accessible, but it 
makes other visual media also available to the public. 

Sometimes the quality of the reproductions in the prentbriefkaart is not even 
good, but the visitor will buy it anyway, as we see in some of the examples sold at any 
souvenir shop in any tourist place. The prentbriefkaart fulfills the exact same function 
that photography fulfilled in the same context, with the corresponding differences 
between both media; that is to say, the postal element. Its size represents also an extra 
advantage for a traveler, as told by a tourist when she explained why she was buying a 
prentbriefkaart: “I do not have space for big things in my luggage. I once bought a 
beautiful poster in a museum shop, but even though it was protected and carefully 
transported, it arrived rather damaged. That is why I prefer to buy postcards. They are not 
as impressive as a poster but they are in a better condition when I get home, and I can 
always frame them and hang them on the wall”. 
 Prentbriefkaarten are also bought to be sent to family and friends back home, and 
this function has not been totally substituted by the camera, even in the time of digital 
cameras and digital communications like the internet. Some of the more assiduous 
internet navigators I know are still buying and sending a prentbriefkaart during their 
holidays to their loved ones. Its charm is still the immediacy of the prentbriefkaart that 
can be acquired at the spot and sent without any trouble from anywhere in the world to 
anywhere in the world. Its immediacy is still a sort of magic, one that seems to abbreviate 
distances.  

But its materiality can also be a reason to send a postcard instead of sending an e-
mail. It somehow makes it less informal than the digital post, more intimate. Example of 
this is the next card I received as an invitation to the exhibition of Sebastiaan Kral, a 
friend who graduated as an interdisciplinary artist. According to his field of study, an e-
mail referring people to visit the web site was more than appropriate and it could have 
been considered enough to inform about the details of the exam-exhibition. However, the 
graduating group designed a prentbriefkaart as an ‘official invitation’ with a photograph 
taken by one of the members of the group. Therefore, as a sign of a ‘more personal 
invitation’, a group of family and friends received the following prentbriefkaart. Besides 
the customary round stamp with information about the place and time of sending, the 
Post Office has been using an ink stamp with the following legend: “Writing says more”. 
It is illustrative of the fact that the digital medium has had an impact on the postal 
phenomenon, but it is also illustrative of the many ways the prentbriefkaart remains on 
the road. 
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I received the following card from a colleague in the spring of 2003. It came 
inside a package where she sent me a book I had lent her. It is thus, a card that has not 
‘walked’. The visual content is an image of the stone tablet ‘t swart paard , or ‘the black 
horse’, that can be found in the Lindengracht 241, in Amsterdam. In the back, we read 
further that Herman Souer has made the photograph, in the year 2000. The legend Art 
Unlimited Amsterdam. Postbus 1760 1000 BT Amsterdam Tel: 020-6851011, makes it a 
double side back. From the obverse, we also get to know that it was ‘printed in Holland’, 
as many other cards from the highly visited city of Amsterdam. It is also topographically 
related to her identity as my colleague lives and works in that city, but what is remarkable 
of this card is the message she has written on it: Hi Mariel, thank you for lending me [the 
book] and for the caring advice. I hope that you are fine. I have intentionally written this 
[message] with pencil so that you can erase it in case you would like to use the card for 
another purpose. Love, Marie.  

My colleague has foreseen, in advance, two steps of the path of her 
prentbriefkaart. Like Derrida poses, ‘In any way, […] it is not required that we write, in 
the poor sense of writing ‘missives’, it is enough to have talked […] Not only is there 
always a sort of carte postale, but there is, even when it is left virgin and with no address, 
concurrently more than one carte postale at a time, and in the same envelope.’ 248 I must 
say in that regard, that I have not erased the message. However, following her invitation, 
I have used it indeed for other purposes by placing it here. After all, never a message of a 
card I received has been so visionary of the nature of the prentbriefkaart medium, 
namely, to ‘walk’, literally or symbolically, towards new phases of meanings and 
functions. A card that has been sent knowingly for me, and unknowingly … for you. 

 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
248 Derrida, La tarjeta postal, 105. 
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The prentbriefkaart has always been in direct interaction with its users, its 
makers, and its recyclers. This is why their beliefs and customs are so much reproduced 
by it, not in a simplistic visual manner but in a more complex net of readings. To say that 
photography has as much a broad domain as the prentbriefkaart is definitely not an 
exaggeration. This is why we can make parallel reflections for both of them. As in 
photography, we will see that in relation to the prentbriefkaart, we find the same 
elements not only regarding the photographic element of the card but also regarding the 
merely postal activity in itself. The different presences of human touch can be traced in 
all the different elements of the prentbriefkaart such as the text, the image, the content, 
etc. The following ones are an example of how photography and the prentbriefkaart are 
related in the image content, in this case a photograph. The identity charge of the 
portrayed people is more than evident, as we have already seen regarding photographs. It 
is also clear that in the case of those prentbriefkaarten that were portraits as well, the 
identity connotation given by the photographic material overpasses the postal function of 
the card. This is why it is not surprising that most of these examples have never been 
posted but only collected in albums.  
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Therefore, all features discussed about photography are in principle applicable to 
the phenomenon of the prentbriefkaart with a photograph on its front side: identity 
formation and memory, playfulness and theatricality, rituality and death. However, we 
must point out again that these are enriched by the new elements added by the 
prentbriefkaart as another medium, such as the correspondence back side, the elements of 
graphics in the case of the modern prentbriefkaart, the acquired publicity function, the 
functions and meanings of the post stamps; that is to say, the postal trajectory. We have 
already seen as well how related with identity confirmation the prentbriefkaart is. 
Moreover, the element of time and memory are always as strongly present as they are for 
a photograph, though enriched by the new elements acquired. That these interconnected 
concepts are also attached to the prentbriefkaart is clear as we see that there is almost no 
book about the past, individual or collective, that does not make use of one. Thus, it can 
always be found either in archives, shoe boxes, private or collector’s albums. And 
furthermore, because of its profuse typology of contents (topographic or thematic), it will 
always present an enriching network of identities that do not grow parallel in isolated 
lines but that intertwine, making it a prolific net of individual and collective associations.  

 
 
 

Protected by ‘the enemy’ 
 

 
The most fundamental form of rituality associated to the prentbriefkaart is of course that 
sending a prentbriefkaart is a ritual in itself. The act of putting something on the road. 
You send something to somebody else. You send yourself. Like prentbriefkaart collector 
and author Martin Willoughby has put it: “The sending of picture postcards to friends 
and relatives is a strange ritual, […] just a few lines jotted down on the back of a color 
photograph to show the recipient that they have not been forgotten, and to prone that the 
sender has actually gone somewhere exciting”.249 For most tourists, it is even a ritual that 
has to be done, for the very same reason a picture has to be taken: the confirmation of 
presence.  

Further, we can connect here, again, to the ritual of collecting, which is, as we 
have mentioned, an activity that implies a repetitive set of behaviors. Finally, if we move 
on to the content, we will see that the prentbriefkaart continued in its own particular way 
with the tradition of the praying prints. The following Boomerang card depicting Saint 
Isidorus, illustrates this. In the back of the card, we read that this saint has been 
recognized by the Vatican as the protector of the internet navigator. It continues: “Do you 
want Saint Isidorus to protect you during the rigorous pilgrimage through the inhospitable 
internet? Then place it in a prominent place in your computer”. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
249 Willoughby, A history of postcards, 7. 
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This stays in the borderline between rituality and theatricality as well, as it 
literally plays with the idea of ritual. However, sometimes the frontier between both is 
difficult to recognize because there is playfulness in every ritual but also every game is in 
itself a ritual. Moreover, this card adds another element to the paths undergone by our 
prentbriefkaart, as the user is invited to display it digitally. And the prentbriefkaart 
guarantees itself a place in the modern medium. In this sense, this card must also be 
acknowledged for its humor, as it is almost a humorous irony that the prentbriefkaart 
promotes the saint that protects precisely that medium that would be expected to be the 
cause of her death. A fresh spark of self-confidence indeed. This would be also illustrated 
by he next prentbriefkaart, where the medium has visually appropriated another medium 
of communication, the cell phone. If one thought that the mobile phone communication 
would take over, the following card, with the message ‘thought ’d send u a card’, in sms 
language, will demonstrate that one can even send an sms message through a 
prentbriefkaart.  
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Playfulness has also been exercised by the lover’s game of the secret language 

mentioned before. As if the entire postal phenomenon was not already a game, the lovers 
do nothing but sending, they direct themselves towards the loved one, and receive the 
loved one as well. But playfulness has also found other scenario, a more literal one, that 
of the interactive cards. They already existed in the past and are still sold and collected at 
fairs. One amusing example are the Boomerang cards for Labello protecting lipstick, 
which, worth mentioning, promise in its back side to provide freely personalized Labello 
fruit visiting cards. The playful interactive element in these cards is that they have a 
‘scratch & sniff’ square in the front side with the two promoting new flavours. Moreover, 
it uses a playful game of words ‘I love you cherry (very) much’ and ‘You’re the berry 
(very) best’ to promote the new flavours. 
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 Moreover, we find of course cards depicting literally a board game in its front 
side, like the double Boomerang card of the Royal Navy. This multifunctional card 
contains two cards, connected by the upper perimeter. On both front sides we can find 
one playing card for each player. On the back of the blue front, we find the 
correspondence space, and together with the standard information about Boomerang 
cards, it invites the reader to find out more information about the navy. The other back, 
that of the orange front, has no correspondence space because it has been used as a filling 
out card that can be sent to get an information package. In a game between playfulness 
and seriousness the prentbriefkaart does not contain just any game, but it uses one that is 
strongly related to the ‘more serious’ content of the card; that is, the possible enrolment. 
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Other ‘postas’ 
 
 
The ‘prentbriefkaart’ on the road  
 
 
As afore mentioned, the stories and meanings that prentbriefkaarten unfold and carry do 
not stop at their destination. We have already encountered some as illustrations, but we 
will deepen into these new paths in relation to a reflection upon the prentbriefkaart in our 
modern context. I will discuss the phenomenon of the free cards in general through the 
Free Boomerang cards in particular. There have been also other free cards in the 
international market, but I will limit to the Dutch Boomerang cards as illustrative 
examples of how the prentbriefkaart spread.  
 In 2003, the project Boomerang celebrated its ten-year anniversary, which 
resulted in the publication of the book 10 years Boomerang. 250 This could be considered 
as a photographic album of the project. As any other album, it marks a significant 
development in the formation of the project’s identity, strengthening it by becoming its 
memory: “Why did we want to make 10 years Boomerang? Because we could not let it 
pass by. Because we are proud of our little image darling”. 251 Once again, but now in the 
context of designers, we see that the whole phenomenon is related to the demarcation of 
identity, as we can corroborate by the word ‘our’ used in reference to the card. 

In their prologue Pierre Karsten and Olivier Wegloop define the Boomerang card 
‘mainly as a publicity medium’. However, during the selection of the cards that would be 
published in the book they came to the realization of what we have been pointing out in 
relationship to the card seen in its context; namely, that “Boomerang [or the 
prentbriefkaart for that matter], is a colorful mirroring of what has occurred in the last 
decennia in the field of advertisements, visual arts, graphic design and culture.” Within 
these ten years nine thousand one hundred and ninety eight cards had been published and 
they are neatly chronologically filed. The selection for the book was made according to 
the visual material of the card but “because Boomerang’s editorial staff has always been 
involved in social issues and cultural movements”, we read further in the introduction, 
that the book resulted in ‘an exciting image of an entire decennia”. Strongly from a visual 
perspective, the authors consider that the book shows the development of the visual 
language in The Netherlands. However, the visual element is but one of the many aspects 
that are interesting in the Boomerang card, as cards have lead lives of their own. In this 
sense the name Boomerang cannot be of better match, as we shall see how Boomerang 
cards, living up to their name, go out and come back after having followed their own 
particular destinies.  

For so many Boomerang cards it is difficult to find a typology, though in a 
general sense we could say that we find thematic cards that have to do with well known 
national celebrations, like mothers and fathers day, Christmas, Halloween, Queen’s Day, 
etc. How these are approached is yet another story, as sometimes it is done more as a 
reaction to the celebration. There are also protest cards, edgy cards, art promoting cards, 
                                                 
250 Karsten, 10 jaar Boomerang.  
251 My italics and my translation from the Dutch. 
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etc. We have however, another categorization already given by the icon in the middle of 
the back of the cards. They can be just Boomerang Cards, School Boomerang Cards, 
Study Boomerang Cards, Free Cards, Boomerang Cinema Cards, etc, which is mostly 
related to the places where they are located. On the left hand side, we have the publicity 
icon, though sometimes they are small phrases remembering what Boomerang stands for, 
as we see in the following illustration. In the center, of course, their identity stamp. 
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Having Osama Bin Laden asking us: “You haven’t forgotten me, have you?”, in 

the context of the terrorist attacks that have taken place and that are threatening to occur 
at any time anywhere, makes the card one with extremely shocking connotations. 
However, although it can be considered as black humor, one must admit that it is still 
humor, as an indirect attempt of dealing with what is happening. At the same time, it is 
informing us about our context, or better, reminding us about it, as if to protest against 
the trivialization of a war that can be followed in the television as any other soap series. 
At the back card of this side, we find that Boomerang supports remembering things. Less 
strong connotations but still not neutral are many other cards, where we read that 
Boomerang supports Mother’s day, animal day, Father’s day, art, Naughty boys, design, 
creativity, proud passers, Valentine day, the future of nature, the Festival of Fantastic 
Film, as well as Saint Isidorus, among many other things. In trying to stay up to date, 
they have ascribed the prentbriefkaart the function of mirroring the context where it 
functions, through a determined cultural background.  

The enthusiast reception of the Boomerang cards proves that its creators were 
right when they realized that ‘the ansichtkaart [was] what the consumer wanted’. They 
had in principle a communicative aim, as they state it: “With a card you can namely say 
something kind or just be silly. You can ruthlessly end a love affair, but you can also 
seduce someone”. However, the element of presence aforementioned, applied in this case 
not only to photography but to the card as such, depicts it more as a souvenir, which 
enhances its domain: “And if you get a pretty card, that is already not only nice but it 
becomes eventually a nice memory, a funny support for the memory”.  

The authors of the Boomerang card continue to share with us what they consider 
to be the essence of the card, and by doing so they remind us of photography’s value in 
connection to memory: “[…] an ansichtkaart provokes an emotion. And a powerful 
image intensifies this emotion.” 252 The Koster brothers mentioned earlier the mentality 
of the Dutch public in relation to money, namely that cards should remain cheap. In 
contrast the creators of Boomerang think that the fact that the cards are free is a side 
issue. Although there is a clear publicity success here, they consider that emotion is what 
is important. And they do not spare in their efforts to awaken emotions, either 
‘acceptable’ or ‘unacceptable’ ones. For them money is not as important, they say, 
because even when the cards are free, people would not pick them up from the walls if 
they did not provoke an emotional response. And Boomerang supports emotion. 253 
 As we can already see from Karsten and Wegloop’s words when they refer to the 
original functions of the Boomerang card, we realize that, as expected, it is related to 
terms like memory, emotional and identity investment, corroboration of presence, and so 

                                                 
252 Karsten, 10 jaar Boomerang, 16. My translation from the Dutch. 
253 My italics and my text. 
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forth. In terms of the physicality of the card, we read that Boomerang’s departure point 
has always been to have a beautiful front side of the ansichtkaart with a back that has to 
stay blank, except for a small frame. This is the parameter that the editors have followed 
and it is valid both for the cards designed by them as for those designed with publicity 
purposes. They consider their Boomerang cards as “visual journals hanging on the walls”, 
which is why they have an editorial staff, just as any journal would have. In this sense, 
we could consider every Boomerang card as an abbreviation of a broader set of concepts.  
 And just like with photography, within the prentbriefkaart phenomenon we also 
meet the word ‘beauty’. However, because “beauty is in the eye of the beholder”, as 
Karsten en Wegloop end saying themselves in their prologue, those cards that are not 
really appreciated by some are considered to have a certain ‘conceptual beauty’ by others. 
The former example of the Bin Laden Boomerang card falls in this category. These series 
of provocative cards are in fact meant to be critical. Their ‘beauty’ is of another sort and 
they are “only appreciated by very specific groups”. 254 But this reflects the idea of the 
editorial staff that a card must never be slack, even though they admit to have feared the 
public’s reaction. After all, it is because of the public that they exist and still are so 
successful. This shows again how the receiver of the medium has always had an impact 
on the development of the ansichtkaarten. However, the real discomfort came from the 
side of the Commercial Boomerang cards, which were not used to the policy of having 
the public as the boss, as the advertising world is used to exercising directly and 
effectively an influence on the public, and not the other way around. 
 According to the editors of Boomerang, those who adapted to this new medium of 
advertising would enjoy the best of all advertisements; namely one that is consciously 
chosen from the wall and kept by the public. Advertisers are, however, of crucial 
importance for Boomerang, as their cards make the distribution and the production of the 
editorial cards possible. Therefore, we see again that meanings and functions mix, and 
cards run unexpected paths even through the expected ones, as shown by the closing 
commentary of the authors of 10 years Boomerang: “Boomerang’s success did not come 
as a surprise. We knew what we were doing from the beginning. But that we were going 
to produce thousands and thousands of cards after ten years, that we would grow to 
become a social and cultural phenomenon, that almost everybody would know us, that we 
would be trendsetters, that we would be the basis of art careers, that we would have 
thousands of press articles in our archives, that the medium by then would be standing 
firm like it is… That we could not have imagined ten years ago”. 255 
 Naturally, Boomerang cards did not escape the collector’s drives. Also with the 
idea of collecting in mind, the VDP organizes a Free Card Day every year to promote 
drawing lots and public auctions of cards, exchange, purchase and the VDP Free Cards 
Catalogue. In accordance with its documenting task, the VDP has a carefully prepared 
catalogue of all the Boomerang cards published. And we see that collectors of 
Boomerang cards are not any different from any other prentbriefkaart collector. In 
relation to this activity, Boomerang, on the other hand, has a policy of not getting 
involved in the collecting activity, which is why they will not respond to any collector’s 
request asking for any ‘special’ card. Some of them, caught in their obsessive drive, have 

                                                 
254 Karsten, 10 jaar Boomerang, 17. 
255 Ibidem, 17. My translation from the Dutch. 
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been even willing to look in the trashcan of Boomerang’s distribution company in search 
of the wanted cards. As we said before, there are collectors and collectors. 
 With the example of the royal navy we have already seen that among the many 
paths undertaken by the Boomerang cards is the playing element of game. Not to mention 
that the whole phenomenon of setting cards on a road for free, towards an unknown 
destination, is already a playful game. It is like a well-hearted dispatch, destined for that 
one who can discover its beauty. Boomerang supports playing. But Boomerang’s jokes 
are not always welcome though. On a more literal sense, we can take for instance the 
jokes of April 1. One unwelcoming reaction has been that the police department of Delft 
investigated the possibility of suing the makers of the Boomerang cards for one of these 
jokes. These have had to do on more than one occasion with the frustrated delivery of 
inexplicable goods that were supposedly ordered, such as pianos or memberships to sex 
clubs. In such cases, the public nature of the card results in great discomfort from the part 
of the ‘victim’. Although there have been more ‘sporty’ reactions to the jokes, we read 
for instance the following irritated response to one of them: “I want to assure you that I 
have not ordered anything with your company and that I have no interest at all in it. 
Besides, I find it particularly annoying that you have printed the order numbers bare and 
open in a briefkaart. If you send me any post whatsoever then I will find myself in the 
situation of filing a complaint at the Chamber of Commerce because I do not approve of 
this procedure.” 256 
  The next card depicting the Dutch royal couple shows us how the cards have also 
documented and acknowledged marking events, in this case of the Dutch society. An 
important social event as the marriage of the crown prince could be found illustrated in 
the cards as well. This card is also interesting because it is one of those examples of 
Boomerang cards where the lay out of the prentbriefkaart transforms it into an object that 
can be used in daily life. With the invitation to cut we meet again with the playful 
element, though this is an extreme example of the transformation of function of a 
prentbriefkaart. It is a conquest of tri-dimensionality, not to mention that it definitely 
helps in the formation of the national identity through identification with the royalty as a 
container of the self-identity. It also supported the ‘introduction’ of the new member of 
the royal family to the Dutch public, and it reflects as well the moment when it was 
published, when it was almost impossible to turn around and not find anything that was 
not related to the royal wedding, even an opsteker in a prentbriefkaart. But Boomerang’s 
ironic element is always present, posing that you can use it for the wedding cake, for 
different Dutch snacks, but also for the dog’s snacks; and going even further, you can of 
course just flush it through the toilette. Boomerang supports choice. 257 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
256 Karsten, 10 jaar Boomerang, 63. My translation from the Dutch. 
257 My italics and my text. 
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 The following Boomerang card is a winning design and it is indeed one of the 
most effective in many directions. First, it is interesting to observe that the modern card 
has gone back symbolically to the time where the front, considered the obverse at the 
time, was (except for the ornamented frame) empty of visual content, which is also the 
case here. It is as if the modern card paid homage to her ancestors. But it keeps its 
modern personality, using a more modern representation of the ornament and using a 
printed text instead of a written one. It reads between brackets, ‘stick here a boomerang 
card you have received and send it back’. With this simple instruction, the card becomes 
immediately a game and it transforms the unknown addressee into a soon-to-be-known 
one. The Boomerang card is not a one sided dispatch anymore: it has gone into the streets 
with no particular destination, but it has arrived at one stop, the one who picks it up from 
the wall, to be sent back, just like a boomerang. The obverse tells that ‘this is a 
boomerang card, that is why you get it back’. It is a clarifying metaphor not only of any 
postal correspondence but also of the Boomerang cards themselves. This card is the 
abbreviation of the modern and the past cards, of the postal trajectory in general and of 
the Boomerang card in particular. Boomerang supports boomerang. 258 
 
 
 
            

             
      
 
 
 

                                                 
258 My italics and my text.  
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A ‘folie á deux’ 
 

 
In the same vein of different connotations and denotations of the prentbriefkaart, Derrida 
offers us his own reflection about the carte postale in his philosophical literary essay The 
‘carte postale’. From Sócrates to Freud and beyond. We must consider it, in accordance 
with his line of thought, as another posta. Here we are having a relay, as if only to wait 
for him in order to reflect together upon how the carte postale became his main character. 
It is not only an object to think of, or a playground for sending, and for receiving, but it is 
also the object that gives line to his entire narrative. Fictional or not, it is, when elicited 
from its obsessive love discourse, a lucid reflection about the carte postale.  

Derrida connects the ‘postal movement’ with the psychoanalytic one; or better, he 
invites us to do the connection. The carte postale becomes then a metaphor of the postal 
dispatch and of everything related to the ritual act of sending. It is his attempt to reflect 
on everything that travels from the posta towards the psychoanalysis. It is a trick we play 
with our memory, and that of others. To us Derrida sends a psychoanalytic approach 
about everything that is intended to be sent and of the very act of sending, independently 
of the medium for doing so. Once again we are in the domain not of a literal carte postale 
(or maybe we are), but of all the symbolical ones.  

After all, a book … his book, is also something he sends to others, hoping (or not) 
that it will find the proper addressees. That must succeed, just like Boomerang cards, in 
awakening at least one emotion. He uses a readable text and a non-readable one, 
represented by fifty-two mute symmetrical spaces, to make a point, and a calling. The 
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number is again, and in tune with secrecy and privacy, the result of a secret and symbolic 
logic, as he explains. These might symbolize in turn the presence of the private love 
discourse that is only meant from one lover to the other. A correspondence that, just like 
most love relationships, is intended as a folie á deux. A third party, the reader (you and 
me), is therefore excluded. But beyond our speculations, Derrida writes that those 
‘…fragments surrounded by blank spaces [are] all of them a reference to the carte 
postal.259 

However, the idea of privacy in relationship to the carte postale is a contradiction. 
Derrida himself defines it as an open letter, and so far we have seen that the exposure, the 
unfolding, is the nature of the carte postale. In addition, it results even more 
contradictory when one thinks of Derrida’s book as the publishing of a correspondence 
between lovers. In both cases, the private becomes public, which again, is an excellent 
description of the essence of a carte postale. He defends himself from this attack to the 
private, and presents us with the white spaces that appear, breaking the narrative 
continuity, and directing us towards a sexual love discourse association of the Freudian 
unsaid. It is Derrida’s own hidden language. A master in the use of language, he chooses 
to symbolize the unsaid by simply not saying. As readers, one must thank him such 
censorship, which would distract us from what matters to us here, namely, his reflections 
on both the object of the carte postale and the act of sending. We are supposed to know 
the code … or to find it. 

The sender in his narrative takes one specific carte postale as a motif: one that has 
been found by Derrida or by the narrator, which cannot be differentiated. The text stays 
therefore in the borderline between reality and fiction. It makes us wonder … is it a real 
carte postale or is it a fictional one? This carte postale, which we are told is a 
reproduction (quality of the prentbriefkaart) of the reproduction (of a drawing), was 
found in the Bodleian library in Oxford with the following image: Sócrates writing in the 
presence of Plato, as the negative of a photograph that still has to undergo the exposure 
procedure. “Sócrates, the one who writes –sitting, bended, compliant scribe, as Plato’s 
secretary […]”. 260 This is the carte postale that the sender of this story will send over 
and over again to the addressee. “I always send you the same postcards”, 261 says Derrida 
writing on his writing desk, or maybe Sócrates bended on his? Or maybe you the reader, 
bended now reading on yours?  

But what a carte postale is, what to post means and implies, is for Derrida 
something that can be thought from the destination attribute of the self. Prentbriefkaarten 
are in many ways related to traveling, but in Derrida’s reflection the act of sending itself 
means to set out for travel. During the journey, we find ourselves within a space that is 
neither the departure nor the arrival. It is the place between places where in less than no 
time we can loose everything, even our soul. The space of the traveler would be, thus, 
what ethnologist Marc Augé has so appropriately called the archetype of the non-lieux.262 
That is the place of the prentbriefkaart or the letter, while they move from posta to posta. 
It is the process.  “These are the moments in which I am inaccessible, in between  

 

                                                 
259 Derrida, La tarjeta postal, 172. My translation from the Spanish. 
260 Ibidem, 18. My translation from the Spanish. 
261 Ibidem, 33. My translation from the Spanish. 
262 Augé, Non-lieux, 91. 
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two “addresses”, when nothing with thread binds me to you”, says Derrida. 263 And 
again, what is everything if not anything but pauses, incidental places among so many 
others? 

In the Derridanean perspective the correspondence phenomenon is also linked to 
death: for him addressees are dead because destination means death: “No, not in the sense 
of S[ócrates] or P[lato’s] preaching, according to which we are destined to die; no, not in 
the sense of arriving at our destination, that of us mortals, to end up dying. No, the idea of 
destination in itself includes analytically the idea of dying, as a predicate (P) can be found 
in the subject (S) of the destination, the addressee, or the sender.” 264 It is not death with 
capital letters but that death implied in the ending of a journey once the destination has 
been reached. The small symbolical deaths we encounter in our path. Our many Postas. 

                                                 
263 Derrida, La tarjeta postal, 35. My translation from the Spanish. 
264 Derrida uses a metaphor of the usage of the initials of Plato and Sócrates, subject and predicate. The 
order in French (English and Spanish) language of both sentence construction elements is first subject and 
then predicate, cause and effect, and the association to the carte postale described, where the hierarchical 
order between Socrates and Plato is repeatedly questioned by the sender of the card. Derrida, ibidem, 40. 
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In the context of this narrative the carte postale is of course, a substitute of the 
lovers encounter. What is being sent is not important anymore. The essential thing is to 
send, anything, to be able to touch the other with the dispatch. After having been 
repeatedly sent and in the particular context of the referred couple, the carte postale of 
Socrates and Plato becomes a symbol of the relationship between the sender and his 
beloved interlocutor. In the narrative, that of Derrida, or that of these pages, we are taken 
from posta to posta, following one supposedly insignificant and ordinary object: the carte 
postale. Derrida’s reflection has been set out for towards us. If it arrives or how it arrives, 
camouflaged under a highly obsessive love discourse, is another story. It is perhaps just 
one of those postas that are there to mark that there is nothing but postas. After all, one 
unfortunate characteristic of a carte postale, or letter, or message, or dispatch, is that it 
can always get lost, together with its semiprivate and semipublic content, and never 
arrive. 265  
 
 
 
A token of life 

 
 
 

    
 
 
 
                                                 
265 See Glossary. 
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On account of the former photograph we can reflect on another phase that a 
prentbriefkaart can undergo, that of being musealized. Fundamentally, we are watching a 
visitor of a museum engaged in the observation of an object. At first sight, it is not clear 
what the object of his observation is. We can see an object made of layers of glass 
surrounding a cylinder of the same material. Nevertheless, if we could look closer we 
would be able to see that in the middle, almost like suspended in the air, there is a small 
prentbriefkaart. We might then think that the glass installation, together with the card, 
make an art object. It is indeed an object out of the ordinary in itself. However, when we 
get to know the context of the installation, it becomes clear that the most important object 
is actually the prentbriefkaart inside. 

The museum is the Memorial Center Westerbork Camp 266, which is located on 
what used to be a ‘transit camp’ in The Netherlands during the German occupation. 
However, it was active before the outbreak of WWII. To Westerbork Camp came more 
than hundred thousand Dutch Jews that would be then deported and murdered in the gas 
chambers in Auschwitz. Only a few thousand would come back. ‘Westerbork was the 
gateway to death’. That information already affects our perception of the card.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
266 Herinneringscentrum kamp Westerbork. 
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 Because the object in question is a prentbriefkaart, there was the need for 
transparency, as the purpose of the installation is to display the card in such a way that 
the public can read it without it being touched and damaged. This is noteworthy, 
especially when we learn that the displayed card is not the original document. Being a 
paper as it is, light would destroy it, precisely due to the transparency of the display. And 
it is too important a document to let it fade away, as we shall see. Guido Abuys, from 
Memorial Center Westerbork Camp, refers to this card in an e-mail:  
 
 
 
 

Dear Mariel, 
 
The postcard you mentioned is a duplicate. The original is in our archive. Reason: the 
conditions for originals in this permanent exhibit room are not [suitable]. Bad climate and 
too much daylight. […] 
 
Best regards, 
Guido Abuys 

 
  
 
 
 However, it is clear that the content of both the front and the back are important, 
because otherwise it could be displayed just on one side, as only the display of the 
obverse would be enough evidence that it is a prentbriefkaart. That is, if the fact that it is 
a prentbriefkaart is what matters the most. Therefore, we can see then that the material of 
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the glass installation was actually determined by its function as a display object of a card. 
Moreover, the content of the installation, namely the prentbriefkaart, is in great contrast 
with the excessiveness of the object used for its display. This out-of-proportion feature 
makes the object already remarkable, but it also succeeds in stating the importance of the 
card.  

Although censured and under irregular orders and rules, the prisoners of 
Westerbork were allowed to correspond with family and friends from outside the camp. 
We read for instance, in one of the eleven prentbriefkaarten that Hertha Aussen, a sixteen 
year old Jew girl, wrote to her girlfriend from Westerbork, that there was officially a 
writing day in the camp: ‘Dear Netty, Today is writing day again and I want to write you 
another card.’ 267 Therefore, many of these documents are prentbriefkaarten that not only 
represented but were literally the only contact with the outer world. From the 
administration records of the Westerbork Camp that remained, we learn that in the 
months of October, November and December 1942, there were in total nineteen 
transports to the annihilation camp in Auschwitz. Nineteen thousand six hundred and 
sixty Dutch were taken to the gas chambers of the Nazis from this Dutch camp. 268 This 
information, together with the content of the message written on the card, tell us that the 
depicted prentbriefkaart has been sent by someone that was already in the deportation 
train to Auschwitz, with no return. 

 
 
 

          2 nov ‘42 
  
         Dear Uncle and family,  

 
The last token of life from me.  
I am in the train to Poland, Father,  
Mother, Marc and I. Marge and [...] 
already left on Friday.  
Greetings to all acquaintances,  
take care of yourself and be strong,  
from all of us to you all  

 
 
 
 

                                                 
267 My translation from the Dutch: ‘Liefste Netty, Vandaag is het weer schrijfdag en ik wil je eens weer een 
kaart schrijven’. In: Prinsen, ‘Twalf briefjes en een foto’, in Westerbork Cahiers No.1 (Bussum: 
Herinneringscentrum kamp Westerbork, 1993) There is a 12 min. film about Hertha available in Dutch, 
English and German at Kamp Westerbork. 
268 Westerbork Cahiers No.1. 
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        and a [...]              BRIEFKAART   

                             from your girlfriend,  
 
 

               Mej. R. Vermeulen 
         Hennie                     

                Badhuislaan 11,  
 

                                 Bussum269        
 
 
 
 

This was not an exceptional prentbriefkaart, in the sense that many prisoners 
threw such a farewell card to their loved ones from the train. The prentbriefkaart was 
thrown away from a wagon, hoping it would be found by a pedestrian, who in turn, 
would put it in the mailbox. A desperate last attempt to communicate with the loved ones 
left behind. A message from the journey towards death and still full with hope, the hope 
that it will somehow arrive at its destination, that it would not be lost. That the 
prentbriefkaart, at least, will survive. The date of the stamp tells us that Hennie’s 
prentbriefkaart was franked on the very same day. Her hope had not been in vein. 

Now we understand the importance to display this card. At this point, we have 
experienced how, from being just a small card in an installation, it has become ‘the last 
token of life’. It also stands as a prentbriefkaart  that Westerbork Camp sends to present 
and future generations, with a story that has to be told. Because ‘stories have to be told’, 
as H.W. von der Dunk has written in the prologue of the first cahier of the museum, ‘just 
because they are ours [all human beings], with the hope that something of them will, 
somehow, germinate […] in the […] future’. With the hope, once again, that this 
prentbriefkaart will not get lost … but will arrive.  
 
 
                                                 
269 Beste Om en fam,/ Het laatste levensteken van mij. Ik zit in de trein naar Polen, Vader, Moeder, Marc 
en ik. Marge en [...] zijn met zijn ouders Vrijdag al gegaan. Doe de groeten an alle bekende, hou je goed en 
sterkte, toegewenst van ons allen, aan jullie allen en een [... stevige?] post van je vriendin / Hennie. Aan: 
Mej. R. Vermeulen / Badhuislaan 11, Bussum. My translation from the Dutch. 
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Interpreting interpretation 
 
 

In the following quotation, from a letter to André Breton on December 8, 1937, Freud 
posed, “… that which I called the ‘manifest’ dream, is not of interest to me. I dealt with 
the search for the ‘latent dream content’ which one can extract from the manifest dream 
by analytical interpretation. A collection of dreams without enclosed associations, 
without knowledge of the dreaming’s circumstances, says nothing to me, and I can hardly 
imagine what it could say to others.” 270 Freud could never completely understand what 
kind of interest the surrealists, not interested in interpretation in the way he was, could 
have on the visual content offered by the unconscious. As it is well known, he was posing 
to access the human psyche through the imagery provided by dreams. The purpose of the 
dream imagery was not the images in themselves, but the images as a tool to access the 
logics of the human mind in direct connection with its context. For him the image was 
not isolated visual material, but the language of the unconscious that, in turn, could be 
interpreted within the individual’s frame of reference.  

But this imagery provided by the unconscious would prove to be, as we have seen 
happening with any visual content, rich in associations and meanings in itself, and 
therefore rich in possibilities in the hands of surrealists like André Breton, Paul Éluard, 
and Salvador Dalí, to name only a few. For them, however, interpretation was not the 
fundamental aim, as it was for Freud. It was the image for the sake of the image. The 
visual material provided by the unconscious as an excuse to provide new contexts of its 
own, and generate new logics of interpretation, or better, no logics of interpretation at all. 
In the case of Dalí, for instance, interpretation was for him a ‘weakness of automatist 
practice’ and […] its products are susceptible to a process of rational interpretation that 
risks dissipating their apparent absurdity (its symbolic passivity lending itself precisely to 
interpretative intervention)’. 271 Freud had then a clear interpretative agenda. The 
surrealist had another, which aimed at the preservation of the mysterious and symbolical 
world of the unconscious. As an object of interest, the unconscious was in itself a 
recipient of the associations of those who were interested in it. Nevertheless, as Lomas 
very well poses, “if asked to name what psychoanalysis and surrealism had in common, 
one could say unhesitatingly that it was their firm belief in the existence of something 
called the unconscious.” 272 

But we might be wondering by now what these apparently opposing approaches 
to the visual material of the unconscious might contribute to our reflection on the 
prentbriefkaart. And for that we need to go back to Dalí, who apart from being himself, 
together with his wife Gala, an enthusiastic collector, considered the targeta postal as “an 
exceptional document for studying the unconscious popular thinking’. 273 In general 
surrealists shared with Dalí the idea that a targeta postal was an object trouvé that 
transformed through re-contextualization. However, there were also surrealist collectors 

                                                 
270 Lomas, The Haunted Self, 216. Here the author reports that ‘this letter appears untranslated from 
German in the literary review Cahiers GLM no. 7 (March 1938), special issue: “Le Trajectoire du réve” 
(trajectory of a dream), edited by André Breton. The translation is by Axel Lapp.’ 
271 Ibidem, 6-7 
272 Ibidem, 7. 
273 Fanés, Modern life, 72. 



 191

who would seek that a targeta postal would be ‘beautiful’, ‘striking’, or ‘curious’,274 as it 
was the case of surrealist Paul Éluard. We will not deepen into what he meant by that 
exactly, but we will rather reflect upon how another surrealist, Salvador Dalí, clearly used 
them as a representation of popular culture, of what would be in turn transformed in the 
cult of kitsch, lo cursi. It is not the value of it in hands of the elite and its concept of 
beauty, but in the hands of mass culture. And this brings us frontally to the discussion of 
high culture and low culture, which seems to be an unavoidable subject both in relation to 
the targeta postal, as in relation to the surrealist search. The fact that it has been used and 
re-cycled by the surrealists is illustrative, again, of the many phases of the targeta postal. 
It became a symbol of the rejection to the norms of rationalization, and a token of a 
movement in art that wanted to deal not with an idealized reality of an elite that idealizes 
reality, but with the reality that could not be avoided, namely, that of the mass produced 
objects.  

It is clear that its original postal function is not the feature that interested painters 
like Dalí. Ironically, in his hands, the targeta postal was put right into the high circles of 
art, while coming from an art movement that heftily wanted to separate itself from the 
artistic establishment of its time. Is it not already a statement to bring to the table an 
object that was widely used as a reproduction tool of the art of the elite? In his essay Le 
mythe tragique de l’Angelus de Millet, for instance, he used the targeta postal as a 
representation of the mentioned painting. His reflections on it are not made upon the 
original canvas, but on a representation of it, and upon the delusional associations it 
brought about in him. It would not be incorrect to state then that it is, to a certain extent, a 
reflection on a representation. And this would become in turn, not only the cover to 
Dalí’s book Le mythe tragique de l’Angelus de Millet, finished in 1938 and published by 
Jean-Jacques Pauvert in 1963, but the symbol of his thoughts around the cornucopia of 
imagery that this image provoked in him. Dalí has mentioned himself this inspiration by 
the reproduction of the Angelus in his childhood. With no doubt, he was aware of the 
different values the painting represented, as this legitimate inspiration was ‘a sentiment 
he later guiltily suppressed in the face of the avant-garde disapproval’. 275 It would only 
be later, on account of the reflection on the mass media products, that he would realize 
that meanings are dynamic and that they change with the contexts of the objects. Then he 
would not be ashamed of his appreciation of the Angelus anymore, but he would even 
make it the icon on which to ground his famous ‘paranoiac critical method’. 
Reproduction, which is the nature of the targeta postal, had been demystified. 276 

It would be then a targeta postal depicting a coloured reproduction of the Angelus 
what Dalí would use as a ‘reference for his study on the painting, […] which became one 
of the many images from popular and mass culture that he brought together through a 
chain of unconscious associations. His own collection of postcards became both the 
inspiration and depository for such connections.’ 277 This image offered him a universe of 
delusional associations, which was in accordance with his proposed ‘paranoiac critical 

                                                 
274 ‘Les plus belles cartes postales’, minotaure, 1933, 85-100, in: Fanés, Modern life, 72. Quotation marks 
by Fanés. 
275 Lomas, The Haunted Self, 152. 
276 For more on the Angelus as an heterostereotype, an elite image of outsiders that in growing numbers 
viewed it as a self image, see Rooijakkers, Dit dorp, ik weet nog hoe het was, 76-84. 
277 Mendelson, The tragic myth of Dalí and postcards, 403. 
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method’. This interest on paranoia, which according to Dalí is a delirium of interpretative 
association entailing a systematic structure (manifesto 1924), found an echo in the thesis 
of the then young Dr. Jacques Lacan. Lacan’s definition of a paranoiac delirium 
encouraged Dalí on his search for a locura razonada: 278 “unlike the symbolic obscurity 
of dreams, […] in the delirium the unconscious expresses itself directly in the conscious’ 
[…] One can say that, contrary to dreams, which must be interpreted, the delirium is by 
itself an interpretive activity with regard to the unconscious”. 279  

In this sense we find that what was originally considered a source of visual 
material to be interpreted, it had become, in the words of Lacan, a method of 
interpretation in itself. In this vein, to interpret paranoia is to interpret interpretation. In 
Dalí’s hands it became, moreover, an instrument to originate meanings. Therefore its 
richness. Although differing from the Freudian approach, it is not surprising then than 
Dalí first introduced this method precisely as one of interpretation. In the 1920s and 
1930s, Dalí would write upon the relationship between the targeta postal and the 
unconscious. He would even devise a book on the subject, but although announced, it 
was unfortunately never issued.  

That did not prevent him from using the targeta postal as a tool for his own 
means. This in turn would be the reason why Dalí’s name was so often identified with the 
targeta postal. We read for example that the German writer and theorist Carl Einstein 
replied conclusively when asked about Dalí, “postcard of 1860 … Dalí always does 
Dalí.”280 Moreover, the format and the technique of many of his paintings were selected 
to quote or represent a targeta postal. In the exhibition It’s all Dalí. Film, fashion, 
photography, design advertising, painting, held in Rotterdam at the Boijmans van 
Beuningen Museum, (March-June 2005) one could see this relationship clearly. Among 
other prentbriefkaarten from Dalí’s collection the Postcard of a café scene skull was 
exhibited, which depicts an optical illusion (op-art) created by the two ways in which the 
image can be read visually. One of them shows the scene of two couples kissing at a 
coffee table, and another one shows a skull.  

Dalí painted, based on it, what would function as a visual script for an installation. 
The targeta postal was then ‘re-created’ by Dalí in a three dimensional installation of 
female bodies depicting a skull. Again, this image had two different readings. This 
installation of bodies was also the playground for a series of photographs Dalí made in 
collaboration with Philippe Halsman in 1951. Although the original idea was to produce a 
nude, 281  in this installation one can choose to either see the female bodies used as the 
medium to form a skull, or to consider the skull as an excuse to show the female bodies. 
Clearly, this is related to Dalí’s affirmation about ‘anamorphoses’, or perspective 
manipulations of an image, that he related to death. “The most successful anamorphoses”, 
Dalí has posed, “are those which represent death concretely by a skull”. 282 

                                                 
278 For the surrealists, in words of Aragón, ‘reason and imagination […] walk hand in hand. […] 
‘sensibility’ […] is ‘thought’ and ‘imagination, that is, implicitly, a ‘reasoning emotion’: art undertakes 
both objectively and subjectively, and both inseparable sources conform the image.” Therefore the search 
for a locura razonada, or reasoning madness. Cardoza y Aragón, André Bretón atisbado sin la mesa 
parlante, 57. My translation from the Spanish. 
279 Lacan, De la psychose paranoïaque, 293, quoted in: Lomas, The Haunted Self, 151. 
280 Mendelson, The tragic myth of Dalí and postcards, 403.  
281 Fanés, Photographic documents, 277-279. 
282 Lomas, The Haunted Self, 161. 
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The first three images are postcards. The first two belong to the million ones with 
no authorship. The first one has a completely blanked obverse as the best illustration of 
this anonymity related to the medium. I bought it in Paris in one of the many stands by 
the Sein, precisely because it reminded me of Dalí’s installation. The second comes from 
the catalogue of the aforementioned exhibition in Rotterdam, and only the front side has 
been reproduced. As it mostly happens, the targeta postal has been reduced to its 
function as a carrier of a visual content.  The third one is one of the many cards that are 
nowadays sold at the Espace Dalí-Montmatre, one of the many touristic places in the city 
of Paris. 283 As opposing to the former ones, this targeta postal has in the back a clear 
reference to Dalí, to the photograph (In voluptate mors-1951), to the photographer 
(Halsman), and to the publisher (Fotofolio.com). Moreover, on the front side we find Dalí 
posing in front of his creation. It is a portrait. All of them belonging to the same medium, 
the targeta postal, but all of them with their own meaning and function. There is no 
reference that Dalí wanted this photograph to become a targeta postal, but it is 
noteworthy that an image that started as a targeta postal, so far ends up as one.  

Finally, the next image is a photograph by the same photographer, of a variation 
of the aforementioned installation. It is called The skull and it has subsequently being 
retouched by Dalí with a gouache technique. 284 This is the phase where the inspiring 
targeta postal has become a painting. Then we have Ballerina in a Death’s Head, 285 
which is completely an oil canvas. All of them share the same core idea of op-art, and all 
together make a masterful illustration of how Dalí explored the re-contextualization and 
therefore the re-conceptualization of both popular culture and high culture. 

 
 

         

                                                 
283 The original photo is in the Fundació Gala-Salvador Dalí, in Figueres. 
284 1951. Gouache on cardboard, 36 x 28.2 cm. Fundació Gala-Salvador Dalí, Figueres. 
285 1939. Oil on canvas, 24.5 x 19.5 cm. Merz Collection. 
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In the same association of Dalí to the targeta postal, art critic Sebastiá Gasch 
wrote in his article for the magazine ‘Mirador’, L’estil targeta postal, “Adorable and 
delicious postcards, ineffable postcards. Dalí and his friend Gala have albums with over a 
thousand. But whereas Joan Miró flooded these postcards with a tender gaze, Salvador 
Dalí, along with the orthodox surrealists … sees in them Freud and a mountain of 
symbols.” 286 But some would see it in a less fortunate way, as it is the case of writer 
George Orwell, who said once that “some of Dalí’s pictures would tend to poison the 
imagination like a pornographic postcard”. 287 Once again, we see that there are as much 
interpretations and associations as there are people and contexts. And this is clearly 
illustrated by Orwell’s perception of the ‘penny or two penny postcards with their endless 
succession of fat women in tight bathing-dresses’ (Orwell 1942/68: 183) seen from the 
point of view of middle class values, “Your first impression is of overwhelming 
vulgarity. This is quite apart from the ever-present obscenity, and apart also from the 
hideousness of the colour”. 288 This is precisely its potential to use it as a cultural 
phenomenon, which represents a different social group and its values, the working class. 

 Löfgren very well points out in his article Wish you were here! Holiday Images 
and Picture Postcards that ‘vulgarity’ stands as opposite to the values of the middle and 
high classes, who would send other sorts of cards, namely the cards with a view 
[topographic], or the cards with art reproductions. He refers to this tradition of sending 
cards in Sweden that collides with that of the ‘comic holiday postcard’ tradition of the 
working class:  

 
 

“Looking back on my childhood I remember that the postcards we mailed or received 
were firmly planted in this classic bourgeois tradition. They were views of beautiful, exotic or 
interesting places: attractive scenery, landscape panoramas, romantic sunsets, historical 
monuments. […] The working-class parties seemed much less restrained and controlled in their 
holiday behaviour [than the middle class] […] In the local souvenir shops you could find postcards 
[that] in some ways mirrored this other type of holiday. The pictures fascinated me, I thought them 
both funny and somewhat daring too. They were certainly not the type of boring cards the postman 
brought us at home.”289  
 
 
Löfgren is ‘fascinated’ by the other represented in the comic holiday postcards, 

precisely because of its strangeness and unfamiliarity. The cult of kitsch, is based 
precisely on this seducing feature of the otherness. The de-contextualization, followed by 
the re-contextualization of them, is the fundament of the interest the surrealists had in this 
popular medium. And this is why it has the possibility to ‘discredit the real’, as Dalí has 
posited.  

In her essay The tragic myth of Dalí and postcards, Jordana Mendelson explains 
that Dalí “argued that multiple images, brought on with violent intensity and elaborated 
from subtle imperceptible details, had the potential to discredit the real. In describing 
those elements that challenged the reigning orders in art and the state, Dalí focused on 

                                                 
286 Gasch, L’estil targeta postal, 7, in: Mendelson, The tragic myth of Dalí and postcards, 403. 
287 Mendelson, ibidem, 403. 
288 O. Löfgren, Wish you were here!, 97. 
289 Ibidem, 96-97. 
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two: turn-of-the-century or Art Nouveau architecture and postcards”. 290 It is clear that 
Dalí was indeed far away from Freud’s intentions in relationship to the visual content 
given by the unconscious, and in particular, by the targeta postal. As he himself stated in 
an interview with Ernesto Giménez Caballero in La Gaceta Literaria, “And if I today can 
assert that the Modern Stil (sic), which in Barcelona is exceptionally well represented, is 
closest to that which we today can love sincerely, it is firm proof of the loathing that 
makes us view the postcard as the most vivid document of modern popular thinking, 
thinking of a depth often so acute as to escape psychoanalysis (I refer in particular to 
pornographic postcards).” 291 Jordana Mendelson reports that the reproduced card used as 
illustration to this article was that of a young man staring longingly at a vignette of 
himself kissing a woman. Perhaps it is just this quality of sentimentality, of lo cursi, that 
Dalí recognized as radically disturbing within the context of the avant-garde’s challenge 
to high art. 292 

And this challenge is marvelously represented by an ordinary and cursi picture 
postcard when we realize that ‘vulgarity’, or cursilería, are the perfect opposite of the 
establishment’s values. Löfgren tells us his conclusion over his search of the word vulgar 
in a standard book of synonyms. Among other things, vulgar is: in bad taste, unrefined, 
gutter, coarse, indecorous, ribald, gross, unpresentable, contra bonos mores, ungraceful, 
low, plebeian, uncourtly, uncivil, ill-bred, underbred, ungentlemanly, wild, unkempt, 
uncombed, untamed, unlocked, unpolished, uncouth, incondite, heavy, rude, awkard …” 
“In short”, he concludes, “it is very much a word of un- and non- and thus an excellent 
symbolic inversion of middle-class virtues.” 293 

But its relation to popular culture is not the only feature of a targeta postal Dalí is 
interested in. In his “Communication: Visage paranoïaque” published in 1931, he poses 
another explanation of his paranoiac-critical method. This was illustrated and it differed 
from the former ones in that it was entirely focused on the paranoiac potential of the 
targeta postal. In it, Dalí explains how he could transform the perception and the 
associations of a postcard by just changing its position. ‘In doing so’, tells us Mendelson, 
‘he demonstrated the relative instability of any image and the potential to confuse an 
avant-garde masterpiece with a commodified photographic postcard.” 294 This we have 
seen already illustrated by the op-art postcards that were transformed into high-art.  

In a video shown at the aforementioned exhibition in Rotterdam, Dalí explains his 
‘paranoiac critical method’. In the same way he transforms, by means of repetition, the 
name of Mondrian into a negation, 295 we experience the transformation of the image of a 
mouth into an eye in the pen of the surrealist painter. He takes us, step by step, into the 
de-contextualization of the original image, the mouth, and its consequent transformation 
into an eye. Some more lines and it has been transformed into the eye of Dalí. A maker of 
imagery, he wants to tell us that it is not what we can get from a mouth what is of 

                                                 
290 Mendelson, The tragic myth of Dalí and postcards, 403. 
291 Dalí, Posició moral del surrealisme, 4-6, in: Mendelson, ibidem, 403. 
292 Mendelson, ibidem, 403. 
293 Löfgren. Wish you were here!, 98. 
294 Mendelson, ibidem, 405. 
295 This is a reference to the famous speech of Dalí repeating Mondrian’s name until it looses all sense and 
makes no difference to change one letter and change therefore the whole meaning of the word: Piet, Piet, 
piet, piet … niet. It is a word game between the Dutch painter’s name and the Dutch word for ‘no’. Dalí 
intended a comparison with himself: while Mondrian was a negation, he, Dalí, was an affirmation. 
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importance, but it is what the eye can offer. The sovereignty of the visual over words. 
And in this sense, by changing the contexts of the targeta postal, he wants to show as 
well, that cursi or commodified, challenging of values or symbol of revolutionary 
surrealist beliefs, source of inspiration or interpretation, the targeta postal has a larger 
scope if we would only dare to approach it by means of Dalí’s ‘paranoiac critical 
method’. Then, the targeta postal will stop being a ‘source of material to be interpreted’, 
to become, in the words of Lacan, a method of interpretation in itself. Therefore that to 
interpret a targeta postal is, in this sense, to interpret interpretation. 
 
 
 
Having fun together  
 
 

What is it that postcard collectors do? 
Observing them is essential. 296 

 
Derrida  

 
 
Clubs and societies of prentbriefkaarten have been of great aid to collectors and 
publishers since they put together a group of people that was interested in the 
phenomenon of the prentbriefkaart either from the perspective of the collector or that of 
the publishers. They provided a secure environment where exchange could fluently take 
place. They also provided a sense of belonging to a group that shared the same interest, 
they structured the exchange both nationally and internationally, and by doing so they 
secured the survival of the prentbriefkaart, which would later be of great importance in 
the confirmation of different identities. We read for instance that in The Netherlands, 
already in 1899 there was a Society Ansicht established in Rotterdam with twenty 
members. It was dissolved later but the Circle of International Correspondence, de 
Wereldcorrespondentiekring, took over its functions with almost the same people as 
members. 297  
 But for the people involved with the prentbriefkaart, to belong to this clubs and 
associations was important enough for them to pay for the membership. We read for 
instance, in the advertisements One and Two of Nieuwsbode…of February 15 and April 
15, 1902, that there was an increase in the prices of more than the double: an 
advertisement of one octave page for instance, that cost in the test number a quarter of a 

                                                 
296 Derrida, La tarjeta postal, 58. My translation from the Spanish. 
297 Then Nieuwsbode uit de Ansichtkaartenwereld was established in February 1902 and its president 
published a quarterly published magazine with that same name for the Society of Collectors Wilhelmina 
established in Dordrecht in 1900. In 1902 Nieuwsbode… would become then also the administrative body 
of Ansicht, brought back to life by the Nieuwsbode’s president, and Wilhelmina was relegated. It is 
important to say that, while Nieuwsbode… was still the administrative body of Wilhelmina, working in 
Dordrecht, it was meant for collectors and publishers of ansichtkaarten; while later, when working in 
Rotterdam and being the administrative body of Ansicht it was meant for Philatelists as well as 
Ansichtkaarten collectors and publishers. “Wilhelmina” and Ansicht ended up eventually as rivals in the 
market. 
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Dutch guilders, cost in the second number one Dutch guilder. However, by November 
1902 the Society had already increased its number of memberships to fifty. We can read 
in another advertisement 298 that bringing along a new member to the association would 
result in different prizes in the form of prentbriefkaarten. Eventually Wilhelmina moved 
back to its German administrative body Das Blaue Blatt. 299 
 On December 10, 1906, the Society Hollandia, Internationale-Correspondentie 
Club was established in Groningen. Their publication was Rondom de Wereld. In its first 
advertisement from September 1908 we can read about the needs in the public for such 
organizations: “The objective of the Club is to offer the members an easy occasion to 
connect directly with trustworthy people from foreign countries, who are interested in the 
reciprocal exchange of Ansichtkaarten, Fotokaarten, Portraits, Post stamps, Newspapers, 
Magazines, Illustrated Magazines, Coins, Plants, Insects, Curiosities as well as 
Informations, Ideas, and so forth”. 300  
 Kosmos, Internationale Correspondenz Allianz was a Society established in 
Amsterdam. It was a big one, as we can tell by the thousand members it already had in 
1906 all aver the world. According to Haverkate, this is the oldest Collector’s society in 
The Netherlands. Minerva, established in Alkmaar, was the only society with exclusively 
female members. Since February 8, 1902, it used the Nieuwsbode uit de 
Ansichtkaartenwereld. Its purpose was pretty much the same: to put its members from 
different circles in touch with each other in order to promote the exchange of 
ansichtkaarten. It is interesting to note that as any other membership to any group, 
belonging is marked and regulated by its members and by a certain value system from 
which outsiders are judged if they want to be included. We read for example that in 
Minerva, it was the members who decided upon the acceptance of any new one, which 
was quite remarkable as that decision was mostly exercised by the administration board 
in all the other clubs. Minerva used the Nieuwsbode… officially as administrative body 
until December 22, 1902. 
 On occasion of Wilhelmina’s foundation announcement from October 1900, we 
can read the reasons for the establishment of such societies and clubs. They stated four 
objectives: the first was to strengthen the love for the Ansichtskaarten sport by means of 
promoting an exchange with ‘trustworthy’ people. The second was the publishing or co-
publishing of an excellent sport (collecting) magazine. The third one was to warn the 
members against dishonest people. And the fourth one was the AK(Ansichtkaart) -body, 
to be promoted both in the Netherlands as abroad. In the same announcement, we sense 
some national competition when we read that “Let’s Germany see that also the small 
Holland wants to participate in this instructive sport”. 301 After all, it was clear that, as 
mentioned before, Germany was the avant garde of the prentbriefkaart in relationship to 
the Netherlands. 

This societies and collector clubs sometimes had also an impact on the 
prentbriefkaart’s physicality, as we see in one card reproduced by Haverkate showing the 

                                                 
298 Advertisement No. 56. 
299 Advertisement no. 56, (15.08.1902); No. 2, (15.04.1902) and Advertisement No. 1, the Test number, 
(15.02.1902, in: Haverkate, Vol. II-B, 6. 
300 Reproduced from the ‘Prentbriefkaartverzamelaar’ from June 1985, in: Haverkate, De geschiedenis van 
de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol. II-B, 10. 
301 Ibidem, Vol. II-B, 17. My translation from the Dutch. 
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customary post stamp together with a stamp of his sender’s membership to the Society 
Universo, established in Leiden in 1903. Besides this, its sender, N. de Bink, added a 
second stamp with his name and his function as president-commissioner of Universo on 
the stamp. 302 Another example of such imprint of the sender’s presence on the 
prentbriefkaart is another card published by Haverkate. It was sent by L.C. Dudok de 
Wit, from Breukelen, who was member of Wilhelmina, as shown by the membership 
stamp on one of his prentbriefkaarten. But on the top right hand side of the card he 
appeared himself in another stamp smiling and having dinner. This is not a rare 
prentbriefkaart as somehow he always appeared in the cards he sent. 303 Another 
prentbriefkaart from 1902 shows his photograph and under it says “Kees de Tippelaar 
(the walker) with his Derby” (his dog), as this was the nickname with which everybody 
knew him because he had played in the Dutch walking sport. His presence is even clearer 
in this card because it also has Kees’s autograph at the bottom of the printed photograph.  

 
 
 

 

                                                 
302 Haverkate, De geschiedenis van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, 16. 
303 For more see Haverkate, ibidem, Vol. II-B, p.23, and “De Verzamelaar” (1985), no.8. 
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  Former page: prentbriefkaart from the collection of Dudok de Wit, member of Wilhelmina.  

This page: Prentbriefkaart-photograph of collector Dudok de Wit, better known as Kees de Tippelaar. 
 
 

 Nowadays the prentbriefkaart still remains as a collectable item and as such, the 
establishment of such a society is of fundamental importance for the parties involved. 
The prentbriefkaart collector Simon van Blokland founded the VDP, or Society of 
Documentation of the Prentbriefkaart in The Netherlands, in 1982. Nowadays it is the 
only Association in the Netherlands actively working on the study and documentation of 
the background information of the prentbriefkaart. In the website of the VDP 304 we read 
that Simon van Blokland had been already busy for about five years searching for people 
who shared the same interests and ideas before on March 6, 1982, the formal foundation 
of the VDP took place. At the inaugural meeting there were already ten people interested 
immediately in becoming members; number that easily grew up to about forty. On the 
annual report 2002 we read that in this same year, it celebrated its twenty-year jubilee.  
 The VDP works also in other ways besides the electronic one, that is, with 
publications in the form of books and encyclopedias, like Haverkate’s Encyclopedia… 
and History… A VDP-bulletin is also published four times a year. There is also a 
                                                 
304 See www.prentbriefkaarten.info. 
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Guidebook for the beginning collector and different publications about prentbriefkaart 
publishers, thematic topics and illustrators, as well as publications over the modern free 
prentbriefkaarten. Its objective is to make a biography of the prentbriefkaart. As written 
in their brochure, they want to classify and publish the data about prentbriefkaarten to get 
eventually a better image of the origins and the history of the prentbriefkaart’s 
development. In this, they differ from the very first clubs, which only aimed at promoting 
and regulating an exchange among collectors. The VDP, in addition, aspires to fulfill a 
documenting task. That is why every collector can be considered as a potential informer, 
a prentbriefkaart archeologist who will perhaps provide a new relic that would open up 
an innovative layer of knowledge. For this reason, and again quoting their brochure, any 
“information about publishers, photographers, printers and illustrators is [therefore] 
welcome”. The advantages of the membership are that with it every member gets the 
VDP publications and expertise in the field of the prentbriefkaart.  
 The association also organizes the VDP Festival, which was held for the eleventh 
time in Barneveld in 2003. There are also VDP Free Card Days organized, dedicated to 
promote the collection of free cards. It has an international European character, as shown 
by the presence of visitors from England, Germany and Belgium. However, once again, 
what matters to us in relation to the VDP is the fact that there are people willing to 
embark seriously in tasks of great magnitude, as Haverkate’s publications show, in the 
attempt of demonstrating that the prentbriefkaart is not that insignificant paper some 
people might think. The VDP shows as well the need for a structured approach for 
reflecting about the prentbriefkaart phenomenon in its different layers of collecting, 
publishing, documenting, preserving, and so forth. Until now the gap has been filled 
mostly by the efforts of collectors themselves, who, as we know, are the experts on their 
field of action. They are aware thus, of the potential significance of the prentbriefkaart as 
a carrier not only of a visual culture heritage but also of a much richer world of cultural 
activity.  
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Enter… 
 
 
We have seen so far that the different ways people use and re-use the prentbriefkaart 
opens up a world of diverse meanings and associations. We discussed before, in relation 
to photography, a model of approach that tries to explain the phenomenon of photography 
from the perspective of identity formation, which in turn referred us to the concepts of 
memory, time, and narrative. This lead to abandon the everlasting discussion of beauty 
and documenting value of photographs as contradicting personalities of photography, to 
allow a meta-perspective. I propose we do the same in relationship to the prentbriefkaart, 
adding to the discussion the already mentioned characteristic elements that it provides: 
the reproduction of a photograph in the front side, the correspondence space in the double 
sided back, and the act of sending.  

We have seen as well that both photographs and prentbriefkaarten have been 
susceptible to be collected during almost all its phases. On account of one prentbriefkaart 
collection I want to summarize this model. The collection in question first caught my 
attention because it is a ‘young collection’, then because it belongs to the short but 
growing percentage of prentbriefkaart collections created by women. But most of all, 
because her owner, Carla Meijssen, seems to have found in her collection the essence of 
collecting and the essence of photographing; namely, to deal with death in the sense of 
saving ‘our dear objects of collection’ (moments, or photographs, or prentbriefkaarten) 
from disappearance. Her collection, though still small, is therefore significant in the sense 
that in it, death is not even a metaphor but it is a literal theme. She is not trying to deal 
with it only by means of the collection as something that might symbolize a worry about 
vanishing objects, but deals with death directly. It is a collection that names it. 
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Carla Meijsen actively and friendly invites us to ‘enter’ into her collection. We 
cannot stop noticing the lucid metaphor and her active participation in the production of 
meanings for a prentbriefkaart when we enter into the world of Carla’s collection by 
simply following the indication of the former Boomerang card. She picked it up and 
wrote for me her address and telephone number on it in the Barneveld’s Fair of Free 
cards on January 2003, where we first met. 305 With this Boomerang card, we meet face 
to face with a lucid reflection Derrida has made in relation to the prentbriefkaart 
collectors and what makes them unique in the field of collecting, namely, that “the 
difference between a carte postale collector and any other collector […] consists in that a 
carte postale collector can communicate by means of a carte postale, enriching and 
peculiarly complicating the interchange. […] Stone collectors cannot communicate 
among each other by means of throwing stones at each other. Not even collectors of post 
stamps. They cannot […] accumulate while writing at each other about accumulation.” 
306 
 As I already mentioned Carla caught my attention because she belonged to two 
groups that I have rarely met in my visits to the prentbriefkaart Fairs; that is, the female 
gender and the young. While it is true that prentbriefkaart collectors can and do follow in 
these two groups, mostly it is an activity exercised by older men. This is why maybe 
there is a stereotype in relation to this. We will see later, on account of the topographical 
collections of Frans Huijbregts, Jan Spoorenberg, and Simón van Blokland, that this 
might have its roots in the relationship between this activity and the vital cycle phase in 
which the collectors find themselves. These collectors already have a history attached to 
their place of interest, while the younger generation is still busy making a history.  

Carla’s interest in prentbriefkaarten was the result of her interest in the subject of 
graveyards:  

 
“It started a long time ago. When as a child I used to go with my mother on holidays, […] 

and we went across a whole graveyard. I find these places are also a part of our culture and I do 
not understand why people visit always only the church but never go into the graveyard! Why 
should we be so difficult about it? A couple of years ago I was in Paris and I had a lot of spare 
time … it was high summer and I had just bought a digital camera … so I went to Pére-Lachaise, 
Montmatre, and made an amazing amount of photographs. I came home with about five hundred! 
And at the time I didn’t know what I was going to do with them. I work a lot with web design … 
That is actually my profession, so I thought: I have to make a website then. What else can you do? 
So on February I started designing GraveYart, and it would come on line on april 8, 2003.”  
  “The idea of the ansichten came later, when [collector] Jan Wassmus motivated me for 
it… Then another trip to Paris followed and on the Pont Neuf I found a book … they have there so 
many ansichten! Then I put it in the website and there was interest in it. Everybody liked it! Now I 
am slowly trying to broaden it to include Dutch graveyards. My husband Jan and I spend at least 
one hour a day searching the internet for our collections. […] I pay one or two euros for a card. A 
ten Euro one is already expensive. The hobby costs a lot of money: trips to Paris, the provider of 
the website, the cards … I do it for the website. It is an independent one, so it is not sponsored. I 
am now looking for a company who would be interested in sponsoring, like a funeral company or 
a commercial banner.” 

 
 
 

                                                 
305 Carla’s private information has been digitally erased to protect her privacy.  
306 All quotes from the interview with Carla are my translation from the Dutch. 
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 In relationship to the reception of GraveYart Carla tells us that people’s response 
is very variable. Some are enthusiastic and support her idea, while others would ask “why 
on earth” she would want to do “this”. She finds these reactions even within her personal 
circle of friends. “It is about Death,” she says, “and that is all scary and unpleasant”. 
However, she commented that she had not found yet any comment on the web saying that 
it was considered as an insulting subject. “There are those who say that they would never 
do such a thing, and that sort of comments … but mostly comments are positive.” And 
indeed we see in the guestbook that the visitors of the GraveYart are satisfied with what 
they find.  
 In relation to Carla’s use of the prentbriefkaart in GraveYart we see how the 
meanings of photography, prentbriefkaarten and death are dynamically mixed. She has 
used the prentbriefkaart as a carrier of a photograph: “I scan everything as well with a 
small frame to show that it is an ansicht […] but I don’t scan the back. That would be too 
much. It is really about the front side, but you have to be able to see that it is an ansicht.” 
We see as well that the prentbriefkaart is taken, just because of its photographic element, 
as a reality, more than a possible representation of it. Therefore the need to point out once 
more the potential feature for idealization the photographic phenomenon has.  
 
 

“I think that old ansichten show a piece of what life used to be then. Mostly they are also 
very nice photos … they show what people looked like, the clothes they used to wear, the sphere 
and that sort of thing. Besides, I find it very special that in those days people didn’t seem to have a 
problem with sending ansichten of a graveyard. If you now go to any of the shops where they sell 
ansichten, you won’t find even one. I have, for instance, a set of graveyards in The Netherlands, 
and they have not even been written on, much less have they been sent. It is all about how people 
go around with things in the past and how things have changed. Now is not the time to send an 
ansicht from a graveyard anymore. 

Yet, at the beginning of the last century it was very normal to write a cheerful little 
message with greetings from Paris and then to have a tomb in the front. You don’t see that today 
anymore. It would be considered odd. In Paris, you can only find them around Pére-Lachaise, and 
they are but a few. They are mostly intended now as souvenirs of a visit and they are not for 
sending. I have only sent one, once, to my brother in The Netherlands … and he found it a little bit 
strange that I had sent such an ansicht. Besides, you never know if somebody just lost someone 
they loved … so I am always careful to tell people about my hobby. When there is indeed 
someone who just experienced a loss, then it becomes a sensitive terrain, and they immediately 
ask: Why are you busy with such a thing? Then I try to explain them, as tactfully as I can, that in 
my website I am trying to show that graveyards are beautiful places, literally gardens of graves, 
mostly with a display of grave sculptures on them. It has to do with art, which is mostly done by 
famous artists. So I try to emphasize that.  
 It seems to be a very susceptible subject today, while before it wasn’t! And you wonder 
what has changed that this was earlier just another part of daily life. And there was much more 
done about graveyards: whole families visited them more regularly … it was an entire funeral 
culture! There were also more beautiful gravestones arranged, chapels built inside graveyards … it 
used to be different … it was more a social event. And apparently ansichten were sent from the 
graveyard self. From the messages written at the back, you can see that they are just friendly 
greetings. There are no melancholic messages. I find that so interesting! 
 I read now books about funeral culture and I find the subject also very interesting. I go 
frequently to graveyards for a walk. And one thing leads you to the other, you make photos, then 
decide to make a website, and because of the website you become interested in funeral traditions. 
Then you add the old ansichten and one thing leads you to another … it is like a ball that starts 
rolling, and one collection takes you to another one.” 
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 Also within the framework of the reception of the prentbriefkaart phenomenon in 
the context of this collection, we see that the navigators of the internet show an interest in 
helping her with the forming of it. GraveYart already starts moving with new meanings 
through the cyberspace. The mentality around the subject maintains itself present also in 
this phase of the prentbriefkaart of GraveYart. Carla’s selection parameters in relation to 
the cards that will appear on the website is useful in the vein of the narrative of 
photographs, and moreover, in this case of the narrative of the prentbriefkaarten. 
  
 

“More and more I have people contacting me through GraveYart. And I have also 
scanned a pair of ansichten from them. When they do want, because not everybody does, I thank 
them and give them their credits. However, there are people interested in this subject that do not 
want to become public about it. […] 
  But in principle it is about celebrities, although sometimes people become famous 
because of their gravestone. In Pére-Lachaise there is a special girl of sixteen. She came from a 
good family but apart from that, there is nothing particular about her. Her family did order a 
gigantic grave monument for her and that is exceptional for such a young girl of 16. So she 
became famous after her death. There are also more people who were just normal ordinary people, 
but whose families arranged that a famous sculptor carved their gravestones … and they got their 
status after being dead. These people are welcome on my site … it has to be something with a 
story. It cannot come out of the blue. Then you can get some sort of fame … so it works on both 
sides.” 
 
 
On account of beauty, which is a parameter as well, Carla acknowledges that it is 

a personal subjective value. When she was asked weather she would consider using the 
image of a graveyard, either in a photograph or in a prentbriefkaart, only because of its 
beauty, she replied that she would include it because after all the name of the website is 
GraveYart, which has also to do with beauty: “So I also have graves that are only 
beautiful … they have nothing special except that I personally find them pretty, and then 
they can go in the website. For example in Pére-Lachaise there are two graves that have 
two hands connecting them … and that can go of course in GraveYart”. 
 The broadening of her collection field, gives us an insight of how topographic 
collections are strongly bound to identity and not only to geographical places as such. 
After all topography is also an identity map, in the sense that it unfolds over a 
geographical setting that has already been invested with all sorts of individual or 
collective meanings. Places become more than just physical spaces when they have been 
the scenario for human histories and stories. That is why the field selection of a 
determined topographic collection is never only just about a place. One can consider 
Carla’s collection as a thematic one, but at the same time it is topographical as well, first 
in relation to Paris, and then in relation to The Netherlands, as we shall see in her 
following quote. Also in relation to topography, I inquired during one of the fairs with a 
young collector about the reasons why he had come to the choice of building a 
topographic collection. He answered that, “It is very simple, my father was born there 
and I was born there too, so I help him now”. But simple as it is, it is not simplistic, as 
collections are not neutral activities. In another vein, however, it is also evident that we 
are, in one way or another, collecting ourselves: 
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“I am moving my field of action to The Netherlands because of practical reasons. 

Traveling to Paris is expensive and takes time, and I like the idea of going out here. I live near 
Utrecht, where you can find one of the most famous and beautiful graveyards in the country, 
Soesbergen. The funeral culture is less exuberant because the more south you get, the more 
exuberant it becomes ... but it is still solid. And we also have our own celebrities here! Qua 
structure, Soesbergen has also something of Pére-Lachaise. It has a beautiful design done by a 
famous architect.   

In Amsterdam we have Zorgvliet …the real Dutch celebrities want to be buried there, so 
there is a big concentration of celebrities. For me it is also important where you are going to be 
buried. When I die, I also want to lie in a beautiful place. My husband, Jan, already knows about 
it. I definitely want to be buried, preferably in Soesbergen … and I would not want to be cremated, 
I find that awful … so against nature! It took me nine months to get to this size, and I don’t want 
to be destroyed in just one second. It has to be as slowly, calmly and natural as birth was. And the 
reason I choose Soesbergen is because it is a beautiful graveyard. That is how it should be. You 
also have to be buried at the place where an important part of your life has taken place. I was born 
nearby, so …” 

 
 
 With reference to one of her prentbriefkaarten we see how the different phases of 
the collecting process influence each other: “This card has the grave of Napoleon and it 
comes from the Fair in Barneveld (2003). I first got the card and then I went to find out 
about Napoleon. And it all starts in the wrong order … you first find a card and only then 
you say to yourself: I must find out where this man was buried in the first place. So you 
come to a prentbriefkaart fair and in the card you meet the story of somebody instead of 
the other way around … because I was not looking for Napoleon’s grave!” 
 One last remark from Carla will show us that the selection of the field of the 
collection is always permeated by the values of the collector. It shows moreover, that 
values change dynamically through time as well, and that what was customary in a 
certain context is not necessarily customary anymore in another: “There are also cards 
that are very expensive, particularly when they have people in them. I have seen for 
example some cards where the German military can be seen walking around. Personally, 
I don’t want to have them, because I find them very sinister, though I appreciate that they 
are special cards … Maybe some people find that my theme of collection is sinister, but I 
find this military theme sinister. That shows actually how personal it all is.” 
And so it does. 
  

Because it implied the appearance of an entirely new element in its field of action 
is that the arrival of photography represented a structural change: it had an impact not at a 
superficial level but at a fundamental one. The same happened with the appearance of the 
prentbriefkaart first and later with the introduction of the telephone, and the digital 
communications. Regardless of the medium used, it is the human perception what 
matters. And the prentbriefkaart, as we have said, impacted the human mentality in many 
ways.  
In the end, regardless of how they are made and recreated, prentbriefkaarten are always 
intended to be displayed, to be looked at. It is because of that fact that we must agree with 
Zakia when he proposes that we should bring as a priority not the technology of imaging 
but what he calls “eyenology”, or the knowledge of the visual process of seeing. The 
observer, who is never a passive one, could better be regarded as the imager, somebody 
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who actively participated in the creative forming process of the image. 307 Even though 
technology has its importance, it is the process of visual perception what interests us here. 
But we must keep in mind that the eyes, in words of Rudolph Arnheim, work in constant 
cooperation with other senses.  

If we go beyond its materiality and its historical origins and development, we are 
confronted with these little pieces of paper that are sometimes, as already said, so 
underestimated and undervalued. Just like photographs they can be killed by paper 
disease, and they end up being much mistreated during what constitutes one if its 
features, the whole postal journey. Maybe what stays in the back of our minds when we 
consider a prentbriefkaart as an ordinary object, unworthy of retaining our serious 
attention, is the fact that it had to sacrifice quality of the printed photograph to become 
cheaper and available to a broader public. Less quality and more availability grants it, just 
like with photographs, less of an exotic nature. An important role in the undervalue of the 
prentbriefkaart is perhaps the devaluation of the photograph in terms of status as 
something that was only available to the classes who could afford it, but that was 
‘lowered’ to reach everybody. This democratization of the photographic phenomenon 
makes it also less exotic and throws it into the terrains of normality. The magic is then 
lost. We make use of it, in its functionality as a correspondence tool, but for some reason 
we do not give it a second thought after we have ‘used’ it. How many cards must have 
been thrown away on account of this!  

 
 

 
 

Carla Meijssen, proudly posing with her website. 

                                                 
307 Zakia, Perception and Imaging, xiii. 
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Nevertheless, we have seen that these charming pieces of paper are neither far 
from disappearing nor from being innocent in terms of their carrying of different layers of 
meanings. In this vein we can also add that “no subject matter is unimportant and that no 
human response to it is unworthy of our attention”, 308 mainly because in the end human 
groups manage, even under the oddest of all circumstances, to invest their experiences 
with meaning. In this vein the prentbriefkaart, that has been created to facilitate 
communication in the first place, has been immediately and ultimately loaded with other 
connotations. Maybe to prove, beyond doubt, that these are also an important 
communication. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

     
 

                                                 
308 Statement by the director of the art department at Immaculate Heart College in Los Angeles, quoted in: 
Adams, Beauty in Photography, 60.  
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Photographs & Prentbriefkaarten 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Je bent er geweest. De glanzende foto 
verbeeldt waarover je schreef: een wereld 
zo weids dat ze vier zijden breed 
van de kaart glijdt –zoals jij 
 
uit het landschaap verdween: wandelaar 
die zomaar de horizon over 
schreed. Het oord op de kaart is veelzegend 
 
alleen om hoe jij op de achterkant woord voor woord 
naar ons omkeek. Maar je handschrift 
verbleekt, het harde licht van de dag steelt 
de nachtblauwe inkt van je pen. Alsof je 
 
steeds stiller moet worden 
gelezen; om te horen mischien 
hoe je het voorleest. 

 
        Hester Knibbe  309 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
309 Ansicht, poem from De buigzaamheid van steen (Amsterdam/Antwerpen: Arbeiderspers, 2005). 
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 Image collector 
 
 
The Gentleman with a bow tie 
 
 
We would not even be trying to be poetic if we would say now that this is not a 
photograph but a story. Moreover, this story contains stories within stories and 
photographs within photographs. We might be wondering as well what the voice of 
singularity of this photograph is, though the aesthetical enjoyment of its visual content is 
always an alternative. For those few ones who might recognize the portrayed gentleman, 
this photograph will be like an automatic shutter releasing memories. For those who do 
not, he has left a legacy of moments, of images that in turn, might tell something about 
him or even about others. However, if somehow we are not mirrored in his visions, he 
might still find a way to invite us to find a new way of looking … and discovering. 

 This man, like our Gentleman with the big cravat, is wearing neckwear: a big 
bow tie. His handlebar moustache tells us about his distinction as much as his suit and his 
bow tie do. His vision, directed apparently towards infinite, makes us wonder what he 
might have been looking at. We wonder weather he was just posing or he was indeed 
directing his eye towards a specific point. Could this observed place be somewhere out 
there, or was he just submerging into his own imagination? Or was he just posing? We 
will never know. However, fortunately we are lucky to actually be able to look into his 
vision because as aforementioned, he has left behind a legacy of moments to share this 
vision with us. Through these collected moments, we will encounter places, real and 
imaginary, existing and vanished ones. We will be able to meet other people as well, and 
learn about other stories. 

Furthermore, this portrait cannot be just one among many others for the simple 
reason that it is a portrait of a portrayer. It is one of those rare coincidences where for one 
fleeting moment we catch the bootblack polishing his own boots, almost like the snake 
that bites its own tail. Our depicted gentleman here was a photographer, a collector of 
moments traveling and running after his images. Jan Bijnen was his name, and he was 
born on April 20, 1874, in Waalre, in the Dutch province of Noord-Brabant. He was the 
son of Jacobus Bijnen (1845-1911) and Hendrika Hezemans (1839-1914). His father, 
Jacobus, was a factory weaver at the linen weaver mill Van Dijk established at the square 
in Waalre in 1848. However, he also worked as a lijnschouwer, which means that he 
walked on the track in anticipation to the train to keep the track clean and ready for the 
train to pass, particularly from the cattle that used to walk around freely. It is said that 
once he came across the run over bodies of two children and that it affected him so much 
that he never recovered from the impression. From this marriage, there were four more 
children besides Jan Bijnen. The eldest was Peter Johannes Bijnen, born in 1872, who 
worked at the cigar factory in the village. Afterwards followed Jan Bijnen on 1874, who 
also used to be a cigar maker, and then the first daughter, Johanna Bijnen, came two 
years later. In 1878, Jacobus Bijnen was born and he worked, like his older brothers, at  
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Jacobus Bijnen (1845-1911) en Hendrika Heezemans (1839-1914)  
taken by Piet Jonkers, photographer from Eindhoven. 
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the cigar factory. Three years later came Wilhelmus Bijnen, who worked as an office 
employee. 310 

His tendency to travel in search for his images reminds us of the symbolic animal 
in the Bijnen’s family weapon, the falcon. Falco peregrinus, a bird of passage flying over 
his territory to collect his prey, precise and unrivaled as any other. 311 In the same way, 
Jan Bijnen traveled on his bicycle from posta to posta, from photograph to photograph, 
from one market square to another, hunting for the moments he would then transform 
into photographs. He must have carried his camera all around, a companion in his 
documenting pilgrimage trough the Dutch southern territory, though it would be a 
mistake to compare him with any modern traveler with his digital camera at hand. At that 
time, photographers had literally to produce the photograph with their own hands, as they 
had to prepare their collodium plates themselves. Bijnen was no exception, and he used to 
carry his tripod as well as the heavy and fragile glass plates on his bicycle. At that time, 
the only way of learning the skills of photography was to become an apprentice to other 
photographers and then go to the streets to practice the learned skill, with all the carrying 
and preparing it implied. Photography is after all a kinetic activity, and the photographer 

                                                 
310 Bijnen, Genealogie Bijnen, 337. 
311 Ibidem, 7-20. My translation from the Dutch. 
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was then like a traveling magician who went out to freeze moments in the history of 
people and in the history of places. Jan Bijnen therefore learned his photographing skills 
from Piet Jonkers, who had his photographic studio on the corner of Wilhelminaplein and 
Prins Hendrikstraat, in Eindhoven. This photographer must have influenced him directly, 
and it is interesting that the wedding photograph of his parents has been taken precisely 
by Jonkers, reminding him both of his family history as well as of his start as a 
photographer. 

Moreover, because most of his photographic production was turned into 
prentbriefkaarten, Jan Bijnen is the man who meets our past reflections, that of 
photography and that of the prentbriefkaart. He profited from both media successfully, so 
much so that he managed to build for himself a very successful business, which 
continued providing for the family even after he stopped with it. In Bijnen’s case 
photography is his profession, but it is also a faithful companion that functions as his 
memory and as other people’s memory. His identity is bound directly to every one of his 
images not only because it is Bijnen himself behind the camera, but because sometimes 
we can even find him in front of it, as a character in one of his photographs. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Jan Bijnen depicted in his own prentbriefkaarten. Next image: Jan Bijnen 
between Sinterklas and Zwarte Piet. His brother is the first gentleman from the 
right. This is a prentbriefkaart that, as it is seen in its back, it has been once pasted 
into an album. 
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His prentbriefkaarten are moreover a sort of personal album of his trips through 
the Dutch landscape. However, one of the characteristic features in those Bijnen’s 
photographs that were used later for his prentbriefkaarten is that, although he was 
making landscapes, and thus a topographic documentation of the traveled territory, he 
was also making human-scapes. He did not wait until everybody was gone to release the 
shooter, as many photographers do. Therefore, we encounter the awkwardness or 
sometimes even the timidity of the pose, as the process allowed people to ‘prepare 
themselves’ for the camera. Sometimes, even Jan Bijnen himself had the time to pose for 
his own camera, as in the above depicted photograph-prentbriefkaart from Waalre.  

The beauty of his photographs lies mostly on their human presence. It is because 
of this that many identities have been depicted in many of his images, not only his own. 
However, we must not allow ourselves to be misled by photography’s magic and think 
for a moment that those photographs are actually the way that streets used to look then. 
So many people in the streets were not a common sight, just to mention one example. So 
we are actually dealing here with posed photographs, where people were called to the 
streets to be involved in the photographic process; to that place where the magic was 
about to occur. The photographic procedure allowed that to happen and therefore, just 
like with the nature of ‘the pose’, we are actually seeing something that was real at the 
time it was photographed, but that was not representative of the daily life at the village’s 
streets. It was real but it is not true. Thus, knowing more about the context of what was 
customary at the time thanks to other sources, we could indeed read this ‘posed’ 
representations as a negative of a positive we do not see. 

We can easily say, without exaggerating, that most of the photographs of Waalre 
of the first half of the century are of his authorship. It would be almost impossible to 
present a visual documentation of Waalre without Bijnen being present through his 
legacy of images, either in photographs or in prentbriefkaarten. We see for instance that 
in the book Aalst and Waalre as they used to be, 312 many of the illustrations come from 
Bijnen’s legacy. This is why we could consider any such book as an album about Bijnen 
in one way or another. Both identities, that of one man and that of a place, are bound by 
means of images on paper. Moreover, Bijnen made also other types of photographs 
besides landscapes; he made individual and collective portraits. Again, there is almost no 
family album in Waalre that in some way do not include a photograph or a 
prentbriefkaart-photograph made by Bijnen. We shall see how the identities mingle and 
create a growing complex set of identity lines.  

We can reconstruct part of our gentleman’s story through his vision, namely, 
through the lens of his wooden camera. However, most of his landscapes would become 
prentbriefkaarten, which is why it is through them, and not only through photographs 
that we can trace his whereabouts, although in such case the prentbriefkaarten are only 
used as carriers of the photographic content. In Bijnen’s prentbriefkaarten we see 
through his eyes some of the many landscapes he visited and photographed. In fact, it is 
also thanks to topographic prentbriefkaart collectors that we can follow his steps through 
the Dutch and sometimes even the Belgian territory. And with the appearance of 
collectors into the scene we encounter more identities that our already involved ones. 

 

                                                 
312 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was. 
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‘Veni vidi vici’ 
 
 
Veni, vidi, vici was the name of the bookshop he established in Waalre and it is a good 
metaphor of his presence as a photographer: he came, he had a vision about the 
possibilities of the medium and he conquered the market. Merchant of images, his 
business was the whole sale of fantasy cards, ansicht and felicitatiekaarten. It is not 
surprising that he used the prentbriefkaart as a presentation card for his business, as it 
was mainly a business of prentbriefkaarten, though he also sold other products associated 
with the bookshop, not to forget cigars. There is evidence that the cigar factory in Waalre 
supplied him with different sorts of cigars to sell in his shop. After all, the cigar factories 
were one of the main sources of employment at the time. Later, however, many villagers, 
from the cigar factory J. W. Swane & Zonen in Waalre, went to Valkenswaard to work in 
the Willem II cigar factory when they failed in finding employment in the first one. 
However, in the neighbor village Aalst, cigars were made in many places as well; often in 
dwelling houses, in a barn, or in a factory terrain. The brothers Van Dijk for instance, 
built a space for the only purpose of making cigars of the brand Romulus. 313  

 

 
 

i-mode card with the Willibrordus church in the back. It was made with a mobile 
telephone, the most modern version of a prentbriefkaart, as a document of a day out. I 
received it by e-mail from Christian Curry, who wrote: “Hi Mariel, I found the photo of 
my mobile telephone with De Oude Toren and the church of Waalre. […] I have more, 
but then Arjan and I are there all the time with a beer or a glass of wine …!”. Because 
of its function as a souvenir of their day, he probably kept it, together with (and 
specially)  the ones ‘with Arjan’, who, not surprisingly, outnumber the merely 
topographical ones. De Oude Toren, once Jan Bijnen’s residence, where Pau Bijnen 
was born, is now restaurant. 

 
 
Jan Bijnen’s first studio was in the old farm close to the Willibrorduskerk. 

Nowadays it houses a restaurant, although it still keeps traces of its past identities, both as 
a farm and as Bijnen’s studio. On different corners of what seems to be one of the oldest 
farms of its type, one can still see old farm utensils that have lost its functionality to 

                                                 
313 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, 51. 
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become nostalgic ornaments of a bygone phase of the building. One of its walls is 
dedicated to show old photographs of Jan Bijnen, in what could be called a non-
intentional Bijnen commemorative wall. They are not just any photographs but those 
related directly to the identity of the building itself. It is a wall that intends to 
commemorate the past of the building. Furthermore, on the wall against the window at 
the bar, we find an old photograph with a text, a sort of genealogical tree of the premises. 
It tells us the biography of the place. 

 In 1866, it belonged to Bartolomeus Bijnen, who was a landmeter. He sold the 
farming land that was known then just as parcel 313. In 1874, Johannes Hubertus van 
Moorsel, baker of profession, built the house, the stable and the barnyard. In the year 
when Jan Bijnen was born (1874) the address at the time was Dorp 63 and 63 A. In 1887, 
Albertus Karsenmakers, a mason, became the owner. Forty-five years later, in 1932, 
Cornelis Bijnen, barkeeper, bought the real estate with co-owners Thomas Cornelis Class, 
Gerardus Cornelis Jansen, baker of profession and Henrica Cornelis Bijnen, without 
profession. In 1958, Johannes Franciscus de Bie acquires the property. It consist then of 
three dwelling houses and a bar section. In 1974, the municipality of Waalre became the 
owner. In the interim, it was rented to Tom Jonkers, who opened a bar on August 5, 1976. 
Two years later, Antonius Henricus Hermina Maria Jonkers, a catering entrepreneur, 
bought the premises and opened a restaurant near the already existing bar on October 10, 
1979. The address then was the current Oude Torenstraat 4, 6, and 8. Since May 1, 1990, 
Emilius Franciscus Petrus Adrianus Visschers, a restaurant’s tenant, occupied it and then 
later, on August 31, 1993, he bought the premises.  

Jan Bijnen always took care of a good advertisement to sell his prentbriefkaarten. 
For instance, he advertised that “his Art Shop was the best address for the production of 
briefkaarten with city and village-views. In every design they had a guaranteed beautiful 
final processing.” Among others, he offered, according to the Sijthoff’s Address book of 
the Dutch Book Handel from 1912, views of the manoeuvre-terrein in North Brabant 
(1904), Coin-postcards (1905) and Fantasy cards (1907). In the journal, De R.K. 
Boekhandel Jan Bijnen offered proudly a high quality work: “Those who are interested in 
first class work should send their photos for their manufacture in ansichtkaarten to J. 
Bijnen. A photographer is always ready to produce a card from the required photos”.  
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Order card used by Jan Bijnen. From the back we can see it is from before the regulation 
of 1905, that divided the back in two. 
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Order card used by Jan Bijnen. The back has been adapted to the regulation of 1905. 
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He also contributed to the documenting of important community and family 

events. Like a marriage for instance. We read in one of his advertisements, that “a 
number of people have concluded a happy marriage after having made acquaintance with 
their other half by means of sending a Fine Ansicht- and Fantasy card from the 
Photographic Art Handel in Waalre.” “You must think about how dangerous it is to send 
bad quality cards to Your cavalryman”,314 continues Jan Bijnen, “that could be the cause 
of the break of the bond of love, because love has eyes for beauty, for what is pretty! 
Thus, send each other cards from J. Bijnen, Art handel in Waalre and settle for a happy 
Marriage.” This advertisement is not a prentbriefkaart in itself, but it keeps its postal 
character as it has the form of a letter to the public, more than just an advertisement. 315 

Another advertisement makes a word game between the different fonts used for 
the headline. Together they read: Nergens wordt een billijker adres gevonden dan de 
Prentbriefkaarthandel “Veni Vidi Vici” Waalre, which means that ‘there was no other 
approved address than the prentbriefkaart handel Veni Vidi Vici in Waalre’. However, 
when the fonts were separated it read differently: Ergens Een Lijk Gevonden or 
‘Somewhere a body found!’ Then he proceeded to tell about the two hundred thousand 
ansichten, who were made with the following procedés: collochrome, autochrome, tinto 
novum, duplex and light print. However, on another article we read that, “Jan Bijnen had 
his village views processed in Leipzig into hundreds of cards. At Veni Vidi Vici people 
did not have to order their prentbriefkaarten, Jan Bijnen had them already in stock. In a 
newspaper from 1908 that his son Paul collected and kept in an album, we read that there 
were ‘ca. 200.000 ansichten in stock’.”  
 

                                                 
314 The capital letter of the possessive pronoun is by Jan Bijnen. 
315 All advertisements come from the private collection of the Bijnen family, assembled in an album by his 
son, Paul Bijnen. 
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The places that have been documented 
in Bijnen’s photographs and prentbriefkaart 
production according to the available material 
legacy, both in the way of the original glass 
negatives and the fruitful production of 
prentbriefkaarten in hands of collectors are quite 
a comprehensive map of the Kempen region in 
Dutch Brabant, with some Belgian views as well: 
Aalst, Arle-Rixtel, Achel (Belgium), Acht, Beek 
en Donk, Bergeijk, Bergeijk Het Loo, Bergeijk 
Weesbosch, Bladel, Budel, Budel Dorplein, Best, 
Borkel en Schaft, Bussum, Casteren, Diessen, 
Dinther, Duizel, Dommelen, Esteren, Eersel, 
Eindhoven, Eckart, Esbeek, Gestel-Blaarthem, 
Gelderop, Gerbern, Gestel (Eindhoven), Handel, 
Hapert, Heeze, Heeswijk, Hilvarenbeek, 
Hogeloon, Hoensbroek, Hoge Mierde, Hulsel, 
Knegsel, Lage Mierde, Leende, Lieshout, 
Luijkgestel, Maarheeze, Meijel, Mell, 
Meerveldhoven, Middelbeers, Nederwetten, 
Nederweert, Neerbosch, Nijnsel, Nuenen, Oerle, 
Oirschot, Oostelbeers, Oudenbosch, Ospel, 
Riethoven, Reusel, Rosendaal (Antwerpen), 
Schijndel, Son, Soerendonk, Sterksel, Steensel, 
St. Michiels Gestel, St. Oedenrode, Stratum 
(Eindhoven), Strijp, Thielhoven, Tongelre, 
Uden, Valkenswaard, Veghel, Veldhoven, 
Vessen, Vlijmen, Westerhoven, Wintelre, 
Woensel, (Eindhoven), Waalre, Wanroij (church 
design, no photograph), Weert, Weebosch, 
Wintelre, Kasteel “Het Hof”, Zeelst, Zoeterbeek, 
Zundert, enz. The cards were sold exclusively at 
Veni Vidi Vici of course, and they had twenty-
five different kiekjes or views of the province 
North Brabant. The choice was ample and the 
price possibilities as well.  

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 From the negative collection of Paul Bijnen, the photograph of the following photograph crop. There is a 
prentbriefkaart of this image in Jan Spoorenberg’s collection. This page: Upper: portrait of Jan Bijnen. Under: Crop of 
a Bijnen prentbriefkaart from Eindhoven sent and signed by Jan Bijnen himself.  
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From the obverse we learn that this is a photograph of Jan Bijnen, camera in hand and with 
his bicycle, walking through the Treeswijk grove, in Waalre. The Treeswijk estate belonged 
then to the municipality. 316 

                                                 
316 Aalst en Waalre in oude ansichten, 11. 
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Coba en Jo Lavrijssen, undusting the camara 
of Jan Bijnen 

 
 

A letter written by Wilhelmus Bijnen, 317 Jan Bijnen’s youngest brother, provides 
a good description of the biography both of the shop and of Bijnen himself. It was written 
in 1970 on occasion of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the shop. We read in this letter 
that it all started in the old house at Hoogstraat 28 on August 3, 1895. Jan Bijnen had 
bought from a Jew a hundred New Year cards together with a box containing pens, 
penholders, and three bottles of ink, with which he began. His first occupation was cigar 
maker, but the new business rapidly grew and soon he was sending a leaflet informing the 
public about the opening times of the shop. It was open from eight to eight thirty in the 
afternoon. On Sundays until one thirty, and after a two-hour and a half break, it would 
open again from four to four thirty in the afternoon, sometimes during the evening, with 
no determined closing time. According to the leaflet, it had a front entrance at the North 
side.  

When he wanted to buy pens and post paper he asked Mr. Swane if he could go 
shopping, until Mr. Swane told him: “Jan Bijnen, you don’t have to come and ask 

                                                 
317 This letter is in the private collection of the Bijnen family. 
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anymore, you can go as you wish”. From then on the business grew even more. As it was 
not yet in fashion, he did not have cards for Saint Nicolas Fair in stock. There was only a 
big farming-card, and it was so until about 1900. A few times a year he needed a 
photographer to make views of the surroundings. This photographer was thus the already 
mentioned Piet Jonkers from Eindhoven. On December 4, 1904, the tower of Oirschot 
fell down and they went both to make a visual document of the event. Subsequently 
Jonkers taught Jan Bijnen the skill of photographing. He then photographed everything: 
villages, landscapes, roads, streets, schools, churches, factories, old women, etc. 
However, Jan Bijnen would also keep a business relationship with Mr. Swane. Later, he 
would buy cigars from him to sell in his shop.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
     J. W. Swane & Zonen. Cigar factory in Waalre.318 

                                                 
318 Photographs from the collection of Paul Bijnen. 
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The first building of the Swane Cigar Factory. It is still in its place, at 
the Willibrorduslaan next to the villa De Brink. The biggest and most 
modern building is across the oldest and the high section was burned. 
In the low level, here on the left, came later on the chocolate factory 
Vermeulen.   

 
 
The camera obscura was in the shop and he carried his tripod on the bicycle to go 

and make his shots. He had bought his bicycle when he was seventeen years old on a 
shopping day in Gestel for twenty-three Dutch guilders. Then it was very rare to find 
somebody on a bicycle, let alone somebody who traveled around carrying a camera and 
making photographs. Autos were not a common sight either. After 1910, the business 
expanded and the space was not enough anymore. He traded cards that came into vogue 
at the time and he sold thousands of them. After 1914, he built the house at 
Willibrorduslaan number 18, where he would stay for a long time. It is now still there and 
it is still a book Handel. In a newspaper article we read that his son Paul Bijnen had told 
during a conversation that one of the reasons for Jan Bijnen to stop the production of his 
prentbriefkaarten was that new methods appeared for the manufacture of these, […] 
somewhere in the thirties. Jacoba and Jo Lavrijssen, his daughter and son in law 
respectively, took over the shop after 1950. 
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Journey of a butterfly 
 
 

By following the visual record of events of the flights of a butterfly lady, we get the story 
of what can be one of the worse nightmares of a topographic collector of 
prentbriefkaarten, the card known as ‘butterfly card’ (vlinderkaart). The butterfly lady 
has one landscape photograph depicted in every wing. This butterfly card is also known 
as ‘collector card’, because functioning as an index of images; it can help the collector to 
see the various views of the place available. There were collector cards issued in different 
versions as well. This sort of card functions as a catalogue of the views he already has 
and of the ones he still has to acquire. Or a least it is supposed to. Collectors like Frans 
Huijbregts explain “it is a very tendentious and confusing card sometimes, because it 
depicts very neutral views, which can be actually anywhere.” Moreover, he has found 
examples in his collections of views that he knows do not correspond to the name of the 
card they are sending Greetings from … This brings us to the question of authenticity in 
relation to the possible documenting function of prentbriefkaarten. Like with 
photography, its capacity to provide information is not intrinsic, and has to be done in 
context.  
 The following images will illustrate the trajectory of this card. Jan Bijnen has 
received a prentbriefkaart (first illustration) from the publisher of view sights in Arnhem, 
advertising them. Noteworthy is to observe that it has been done precisely by means of a 
prentbriefkaart. We read on it that the price depended on the printing technique and of 
course, on the number of cards requested. Samples were free of charge upon request. This 
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card addressed to Jan Bijnen illustrates the interconnections in the prentbriefkaart world 
that make the reading of the trajectories so complex: a prentbriefkaart that travels to 
advertise prentbriefkaarten. If succeeded, it would result in more prentbriefkaarten, 
which would then be sold in Veni vidi vici. A walking card as an advertisement that gives 
place to more cards that walked.  

But did Jan Bijnen make the order? That we can conclude from the second and 
third illustrations. The second is a piece of newspaper, cut and pasted by his son Paul 
Bijnen in an album, of which he later made photographs. This illustration comes from the 
negatives of such photographs. The reviewer wrote: “I got this delightful ansichtkaart –I 
don’t know from which year –from a friendly reader,” writes the reviewer. “The text 
above the female butterfly reads:  

 
Op mijn fluwelen vleugelwiekjes,  On my velvet wings,  
Zend ik uit Waalre’s vriendelijke oord,  I send from Waalre,  
Een paar aantrekkelijke kiekjes,   A couple of attractive views,  
Die voor U zijn een groot accoord.  Those are for you a Greeting.  
 
The pictures are: ‘The square’, ‘the church and the rectory’, ‘the station’, and 

‘Greetings from Waalre’. Because they are very specific views from Waalre we can 
assume that they are photographs made by Jan Bijnen, which corroborates the liberty to 
fill in the wings of the butterfly with a personal selection. Illustrative of this is the fourth 
image, a butterfly card from Nijmegen, with a totally different selection. The third 
illustration, which corroborates that Bijnen indeed made use of the butterfly card and 
even advertised its use on the newspapers: “New, butterfly card”, comes also from a 
newspaper. It appeared in “De R.K. Boekhandel” on March 3, 1906. 319 
 The fourth and fifth image come from the collection of Huijbregts. We can see 
from the obverse that this card has indeed ‘walked’ from Veni vidi vici to Amstelveen. 
We read a different text in the front side of the card:  
 
 Ik bring op uitgespreide wiekjes   On spread out wings  
 Van uit Noord Brabant een paar kiekjes  A couple of views from North Brabant   
 En hoop dat U steeds wel voldaan  And with hope that you will be content  
 Ze alle moge gadeslaan.    To see them all. 
 
 Under the butterfly lady we have ‘Greetings from …’, and the nameWaalre has 
not being printed but it is an ink stamp, which means that these cards were sold with an 
empty space that could contain any topographic identity. The ambiguity of the images 
fulfilled the same function; they were general images of the region. On the other hand, 
the card mentioned in the newspaper had defining views of Waalre. The butterfly lady 
flew, and there are probably many more examples of her different flights ‘walking’ out 
there, in the hands of other topographic collectors. 

 

                                                 
319 Haverkate, Encyclopedie van de Nederlandse prentbriefkaart, Vol II-B, 75. 
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 Furthermore, this butterfly model card can be traced, even further back in time, as 
shown by the following exemplar from Oirschot. Although we read that it has been 
written on June 15, 1900, the card dates from 1898, as written on the top left hand side. It 
does not display a butterfly, but it has the same idea of displaying different views from 
the place in question, in this particular case, Oirschot. From what we can see, there is the 
tower that belongs indeed to that place. And in the back of the card we can read that this 
card ‘walked’ from Oirschot to Saint Oedenrode, also in the same region. 
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 The following card is also in the same idea of the butterfly model. It is a card 
from 1905, and it is still in the old format, with the message on the front. This card 
‘walked’ further than the Kempen region, to Arnhem. It arrived there on august 21, at the 
Utrechtseweg, addressed to Mrs. Dronkers, p/a Mrs. Brunner, from Helena Pluijm, from 
Oirschot.  
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And there is, of course, also a butterfly model card from this place depicting the butterfly, 
and once again, we can see in the views some views that are indeed from that place, like 
the one of the tower church. The butterfly lady from this card tells the addressee:  
 

Uit Oirschot kom ik gevlogen,   From Oirschot I come flying,  
En met den meesten spoed,  as fast as I can,  
Bring ik U,    I bring you,  
Een Hartelijken groet   affectionate greetings  
Van …     from …” 

 
Contrary to the butterfly card from Waalre, it is not a general text that refers to the region 
of North Brabant in general, but an effort has been made here to name the place, although 
it is clear that the text can easily be adapted to any local identity, in the same way that the 
typical views from the North Brabant landscape can be adapted to any place in the region. 
Illustration of this is the text from the Butterfly lady of the Nijmegen card, which has 
almost the same text.  
 

Uit Nijmegen kom ik gevlogen,   From Nijmegen I come flying,  
En zend U met den meesten spoed, And I send you as fast as I can,      
Een hartelijk tot wederziens  An affectionate good bye 
En een’ vriendelijken groet  as well as a kind greeting 

 
This flexibility in adapting the imagery to different local identities for commercial 
purposes, makes it difficult to consider the medium as a reliable documenting source, 
which brings us back again to the need of contextualizing the visual content of the card in 
order to be able to trace reliable information. We can read in the back of the card, that it 
is not from Bijnen, but from another publisher, H. Kuijpers – van den Heuvel. This 
postally used card was franked on November 10, 1908, and it was sent to Reusel.  
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Other crafts  
 
 

 
 
 
 

In the time of our Gentleman with the bow tie there were occupations in Waalre that have 
slowly disappeared from the streets, not only in Waalre but everywhere in the country. 
An example was the ice-cream vender on his delivery tricycle, Sjaak van der Aalst. He 
used to work at Saint Joseph, the creamery in Eindhoven, but with the crisis of the 
thirties, he started in 1933 selling ice-cream on the streets. Another example of the 
disappeared streets scape is Jan Sporen, who had a transport company with horse and 
wagon with which he made shipment for Philips, among others. He also used to transport 
trees and wood, which were later used as strut in the coal mines in Limburg. Piet van der 
Looy was another man with horse and wagon. He had a shop that sold buckwheat meal, 
green soap, tobacco, clogs, bulb sand and oil for the lamps. During the day, the grocery 
shop would travel to the outskirts of Waalre to attend to its clients. His shop used to be 
established in what it is now the Willibrorduslaan, and it disappeared when the modern 
supermarket appeared in its place. An important occupation for Jan Bijnen was, of 
course, that exercised by Jan Manders, the post office keeper. He would make rounds 
with his bundle of mail. In 1909 the first telephone box was installed in Waalre and with 
it came the first mailbox. The second was by the water pump at the square. 320 Later, in 
1942-43 there were wheelbarrows to transport the mail at the post office in the 
Eindhovenseweg, which were first picked up at the station. 321 

The factory of winnowing machines and farming tools, where now there is a gas 
station, belonged to the family of Jan Bijnen’s wife. A winnowing machine served for 
cleaning the corn from grain, straws and other impurities. With the help of the flow of air, 

                                                 
320 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, 42, 43, 45. 
321 Ibidem, 52. 
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skins and other things were blown off. In the next prentbriefkaart, we can see one of 
these machines clearly, between the two men wearing a derby hat, Paulus Hubertus van 
Mierlo at the left and his son Theo. In front of the door of the house, we see his wife and 
daughters. One of them, the second from the right, was Jan Bijnen’s wife later to be. 322  

 

 
 

 
                                                 
322 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, 45 
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This photograph of the interior has been dated as having been taken in 1987. The 
prentbriefkaart can be dated as before 1918, Jan Bijnen’s marriage to Jacoba van Mierlo, as 
she is here still living with her family. However, the photographs on the former page could 
not be dated initially from its source, the negative collection of Paul Bijnen. Further 
analysis leads me to assume that it has been taken at the same time. If we compare the 
photograph on this page to the upper one on the former page, we realize that every object is 
in the exact same position. However, this photograph, published in Rijke oogst van schrale 
grond, 323 reports that this factory of winnowing machines and farming tools stayed in its 
original condition after the death of its owner, which gave the opportunity to observe the 
tools in their context. Further comparison leads us to observe that the angle of the open 
door is exactly the same one, enabling us to conclude that the dates of the photographs are 
the same as well. 

 
 
 
The cigar was also a common sight at the time, not only in the hands of gentlemen 

like Jan Bijnen but also as a possible occupation, as cigars were made in many places in 
Aalst. The making of cigars was mostly done in a dwelling house or a barn, and 
sometimes even in the premises of a factory. Romulus cigars were made, for instance, 
next to the farm of Janus van Dijk, at the Akkerstraat. 324 As aforementioned, the J.W. 
Swane & Zonen had one of its branches in Waalre, where Jan Bijnen worked. The other 

                                                 
323 De Mooi & van de Weijer, Rijke oogst van schrale grond. 
324 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, 48. 
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branches were in Kaldenkirchen in Germany and Neerpelt in Belgium. But not everybody 
found a job in Waalre, so many went to Valkenswaard, the nearby village, to work for the 
cigar industry there. 325  

 
 

 
 

     M. en J. Swane from the J.W. Swane en Zonen in Waalre. 
 

 
 

 
The staff of the Swane Cigar Factory. Both photographs 
are from 1914/18 

 
In the same way that he worked for the cigar factory, there are other ‘crafts’ of our 

Gentleman with the bow tie that are not very well known and that do not have to do with 
his photographic activity. We can trace them by means of the official administration papers 
                                                 
325 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, 51. 
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of different institutions and agencies kept by the Bijnen family. One of these less known 
activities of Jan Bijnen is that he also worked for many years as an agent for the insurance 
company Antverpia, established in Rozendaal.  

 

 
 
  
 The deposit act in the family Bijnen collection helps us trace Jan Bijnen’s activity at 
Antverpia. However, even if that would not be available, the prentbriefkaart itself would 
come to our aid, together with the prentbriefkaart collectors. As illustration of this is the 
next letter I received from collector Jan Spoorenberg on October 31, 2004. 326 It shows 
moreover, that the card might have been used by the insurance company as a company 
card, or at least that there was somebody who was member of the Antverpia staff, that did 
so. 
 
 
        Eindhoven, October 31, 2004 
    
     [ … ] 

Dear Mariel, 
 

Some time ago I have been able to buy some more Bijnen cards. On one of them there is a 
post stamp from which it seems that Bijnen was an insurance agent. I do not know if this 
might be of importance for you. To be sure I send you a copy. 
 
Best regards, also to you husband, 
 
 
Jan Spoorenberg 
 

                                                 
326 My translation from the Dutch. 
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This page: Prentbriefkaart by Jan Bijnen, with an ink stamp depicting his association to the agency. 

 He also sent his own card to Mrs. Van Baalow in Heeze. 
Upper: Certificate of Dismissal from military services 
Under: Certificate of Good Behaviour. Both certificates granted to Jan Bijnen by the 
Kingdom of The Netherlands.    
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Further, the certificate of good behaviour that soldier Jan Bijnen received on March 

6, 1900, from the Department of War, will provide some official information about our 
Gentleman with the bow tie. It was an enclosure to the dismissal certificate of the Second 
Battalion of the Sixth Infantry Regiment granted to him by the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands. Here we can read what we cannot learn from his portraits: that he was 1,579 
meters long, had blond hair and blond eyebrows, as well as blue eyes. He started his 
military service on March 7, 1894 as a member of the class of that same year, from de 
municipality of Waalre, in North Brabant. After being on long leave on 95, 97 and 98, he 
finally was released on 1900 with the mentioned certificate, issued in Breda with a stamp 
of the colonel of the corresponding Sixth Regiment of Infantry. 
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Nevertheless, the fact that our Gentleman with the bow tie was an undertaking 
man is proved not only by his wandering through the Dutch landscape and the success of 
Veni vidi vici. In 1899, he launched the Edisons Echophone or Speaking-machine, which 
according to the placard hanging from the new invention; it was a ‘big success all over 
the world! He was also interested in music as we can see by the fact that he took part in 
L’Union Musicale, the older of the two only music societies at the end of the nineteenth 
century in Waalre, established in 1881. The other was the Factory harmony J.W.Swane & 
Zonen. In the photograph, Jan Bijnen can be found, drum in hand, sitting for a group 
photograph of this harmony. But his interest in the ecophone was that it represented the 
complement to his visual documentation, namely, the world of sounds, as we read in the 
placard hanging from the ecophone in the photograph, H.H. music lovers. It has been 
proved that the ECOPHONE or SPREEKMACHINE (Speaking machine) from the first 
Dutch Factory of Phonographs and Rolls is the only machine that can reproduce the 
human voice lifelike. This special machine causes the greatest wonder because the impact 
borders to the unbelievable.  People, lectures, folk songs, orquestra music”. -Jan Bijnen”. 
327 Eventually the union of both the visual and the sonoric world would, as we know, give 
place to the medium film as we know it. 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
                                                 
327 The Regional Historisch Centrum Eindhoven has this photo in their collection, although they have 
mistaken Jan Bijnen, standing right behind the ecophone, for the sitting man on the left side. (www.rhc-
eindhoven.nl, 1-Nov-2005) 
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On the foreground, from the right, is Jan Bijnen sitting with the drum. Behind him 
trombonist A. van Weert. In the middle, wearing a cap with shining lid, J.W.Swane. 
To his left, director Jan Manders. On his right hand side, the sub director of the 
L’Union Musicale, C. Peeters. At the end of the nineteenth century this was the older 
of the two music societies in Waalre. The other was the Factory-harmony J.W.Swane 
& Zonen. On his right hand side, Charles White, Office clerk at the Swane who was 
also the post office keeper. To his right, Albert Swane. Wearing a white vest, Jan 
Swane. On the Turkish drum, Paul Bijnen. Cigar Factory. Left hand side on the 
foreground, tailor Ls. Derijks and on the right, barber and landlord Chr.v.d.Looy. 328 

 
 
 

  
 
 

Edison announced the invention of his Phonograph by which sound could be recorded 
mechanically on a tinfoil cylinder. This invention would be a major step towards the sound 
recording motion picture. Jan Bijnen behind Edisons Echophone. This photograph can be found 
in the Regional Historical Centrum of Eindhoven, and it was made by Piet Jonkers. The text on 
the board reads, “Great success all over the world. H.H. music lovers. It has been proved that 
the ECOPHONE or SPREEKMACHINE (Speaking machine) from the first Dutch Factory of 
Phonographs and Rolls is the only machine that can reproduce the human voice lifelike. This 
special machine causes the greatest amazement because it has an effect that borders on the 
unbelievable.  People, lectures, folk songs, orquestra music”. -Jan Bijnen”.   
  

 
 

                                                 
328 Aalst en Waalre in oude ansichten. 
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Family life 
 
 

   
                           

Right: Written by Paul Bijnen:  
‘My beloved papa’. Left: 
Jacoba van Mierlo

   
The first picture of our Gentleman with a bow tie has an obverse as well, and there we 
can read that somebody has written, ‘My beloved father’. Bijnen was married to Jacoba 
Huberta van Mierlo on May 21, 1918, at the late age of forty-four. By then he had already 
traveled and made all his landscape photographs, which he would not do again after he 
got married. With his marriage, a phase of his photographic career ended and he 
dedicated himself more to the family life and therefore to the community of Waalre, 
which was then still an independent municipality. It would be later, on January 1, 1923, 
that Aalst and Waalre would join to form one municipality, although it had been in the air 
already from the beginning of the century. The Bijnen couple had five children together: 
Henrica Huberta, who was mostly called Riek, was the first-born. Paulus Jacobus 
Theodorus Bijnen, better known as Pau, was the only son of the marriage and he is the 
author of the affectionate legend behind the first photograph of Jan Bijnen. Johanna 
Catharina was born after him and then the twin sisters were born: Jacoba Maria, best 
known as Coba; and Maria Elisa.  

 
Upper: Jan Bijnen smoking a cigar and offering one to Jacques van Mierlo, who is staring at the empty 
glass. Jacoba van Mierlo, Jan Bijnen’s wife, with a bottle of wine in hand. Jan Verhoeven, chauffeur 
and technical assistant of the Swane cigar factory, is wearing a straw hat. Jan van Moorsel, in the 
meantime, makes a toast. Standing at Jacoba’s left, Theo van Mierlo and Thijs Coolen at her right. 
Under: Jan Bijnen and his daughter Coba (behind him), on a day out at the then recreation park de 
Volmolen, Waalre.                     
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 In the former photograph, we can see Jan Bijnen with his daughter Coba 
navigating on the Dommel River. The rower is Piet van Gastel. This photograph, clearly 
a family memento to the Bijnen family, has also been used as an identity icon of de 
Volmolen and of the Café and camping center in front of it. Therefore, it hangs in a sepia 
copy in the Café Camping and it is in the archive of de Volmolen organized by its actual 
owner. It appears as well in the book ‘Aalst and Waalre as they used to be’ as part of 
what the author calls ‘a general image of the first half of the [twentieth] century’ [in Aalst 
and Waalre].329 The photograph is then part of the portrait of these places, 
commemorating the present municipality of Waalre and not the portrayed people in 
particular, although one cannot really be separated from the other. The photograph 
belongs as well, as mentioned before, to the archive of de Volmolen itself, as it is one of 
the oldest photographs of the place. In the Bijnen photograph, it was already showing the 
pass of time, but it was definitely damaged later after a fire. Martin Hermans, the actual 
owner of the place, renovated it and it is now in use. It has been provided with a new 
dike, a slide gutter for canoeists and a fish passage. The second construction, that used to 
be the grain mill, has been pulled up again and the Hermans family now uses it as 
residence. Moreover, it has been functioning as generator of electricity for the houses in 
the neighbourhod of the mill as well as a place for business and social activities. 330 
 

 
 

 The very same photograph is also used as a reference to an individual identity, 
and as strange as it might seem, I refer not to a Bijnen family member, but to Ans Kas 
van de Meerakker, a woman from Waalre. In her website she wants “to use photographs 
and documents about Waalre and of the province of North Brabant, the village and 
province where [he] was born”. One of this is our photograph in question, that is then 
used as a symbol of an individual identity that is supported on that of the municipality of 
Waalre, as he himself says, “I do not have a family weapon, but the village where I was 
born does”. In addition, the photograph of the Hezemans, Jan Bijnen’s parents, appears as 
a common root somehow. 331 This illustrates that every family image of Jan Bijnen has 
definitely many more meanings to many people than just his family.  

                                                 
329 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, 24. 
330 www.volmolen.nl. 
331 www.uwstamboomonline.nl/passie/sites/index.php?mid=10164&kid=176&pagina=tekstpagina.  
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Passport of Dutch citizenship of Jacoba van Mierlo,  
Jan Bijnen’s wife. 
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Jan Bijnen’s wedding photograph-prentbriefkaart 
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Wedding Photograph-prentbriefkaart of Jan Bijnen and Jacoba van Mierlo 
 

 

 
 

Jan Bijnen, as sitter in a decor with a female companion. According to their 
daughter Jacoba, it is not her mother. It is noteworthy the gender role 
differentiation in the scene. An elegant gentleman, with a handlebar 
moustache and a four-in-hand tie, reading while his ‘wife’ is pealing apples.  
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For Jan Bijnen’s daughter’s and son, the prolific collection of their father has a 
value derived directly from the identity reaffirmation as images of people they know, not 
to mention that behind the camera there is always the implicit presence of their father. 
However, the first production phase of this audacious figure bicycling freely from 
landscape to landscape is experienced by the family as the visual registration of a man 
with his camera that they did not meet. Without the hundreds of relics of his 
whereabouts, it might be as if Bijnen, the traveler, had never existed. He had changed his 
scope of vision to bind it to Waalre after his marriage, where there was one landscape, 
that of Waalre, but where he could also find plenty of human-scapes to photograph. This 
meant a structural change in his production, which change dramatically from a journey 
through his surrounding geographical territory to one through the Wolderse  332 identity.  

To join a society or club was also part of this new phase of Bijnen’s life, and he 
was an active member of the Vereniging voor de jeugd. This society was established in 
1907, the year of the inauguration of the new Mayor A. van den Ven. The committee of 
honour was formed by the gentlemen: Van Dijk, Swane and Sloots. Charles White, clerk-
correspondent of the firma Swane, was in the executive committee.  After the celebration, 
it was decided to ‘keep the committee alive’, and the Vereniging voor de Jeugd was 
created, with White as president. 333 Already for approximately sixty years, Waalre has a 
kind of syndicat d’initiative in this society, that organizes all sorts of events or that helps 
those organized by other societies. The annual entry of Sinterklaas from Spain is one of 
its activities. For a long time the owner of the Treeswijk estate, baron from Oldeneel to 
Oldenzeel, retired general of cavalry, lent his white horse for the entry, as we can see in 
one of the photographs of the thirties, where Jan Bijnen is also portrayed. 334 Years later, 
Jan Bijnen would become president of the Vereniging voor de Jeugd. And some more 
years later, it would be Jo Lavrijssen, his future son in law, who would be in charge of 
the white horse of the entry of Sinterklaas. 

           
 

                                                 
332 Wolderse means ‘from Waalre’ in the local language. 
333 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, 65. 
334 Aalst en Waalre in ansichten, 73. Vereniging voor de jeugd means literally Society for the Youth. 
Sinterklaas is, in The Netherlands, a Spanish bishop equivalent to Saint Nicolas, Santa Claus, or Father 
Christmas. 



 264

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Sinterklaas entered on 1937 in Waalre and was 
portrayed amongst the members of the Vereniging 
voor de Jeugd. Six from the right is Jan Bijnen, 
wearing a four in hand tie. First from the right, Jac van 
Mierlo. The photograph was made at the former 
teacher’s house, later on the White-Yellow Cross 
building, and at present the family doctor’s practice on 
the Oude Torenstraat. 
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The obverse of the prentbriefkaart tells us that the man at the right is 
Jan Bijnen. There is also a question mark on the statement that the 
photograph might have been taken in front of the Indian Pavilion at a 
Dutch World Exhibition. 
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Bijnen’s interest in human beings as actors of the visual setting was not a surprise, 
as his landscape exploration was always another form of depicting people. His 
photographic production is featured by the human parameter. However, for him this 
wandering phase was over when he became a husband and a father, and his daughter 
Coba  335 tells with a trace of astonishment:  

 
 

“He never spoke about it anymore! He stayed at the back of the shop in his 
studio, in the upper floor, and it was strictly forbidden for us to enter there. His shop was 
everything to him, and he used to spend hours working in his studio whenever he was not 
at the shop. From the time when he made the landscape photographs we have no 
knowledge. He was, of course, a sober and modest man. He would not have any 
extravagant behaviour, he never drank much and he was in pretty good shape for his age 
… because he was old, you know? But although he was an old man, he would take us 
everywhere on his bicycle, to the woods for example. Our father would come home in the 
afternoon and my mother would have prepared one of her sausages. How he could eat 
those! I still don’t understand how he could eat them, they were so fat! But he really 
enjoyed his meal! 336 

 
 

Veni vidi vici would be taken over by his daughter Jacoba, who was by then 
already married to Jo Lavrijssen. This had a direct impact on the cards, as from then on 
the reproductions of the prentbriefkaarten would be issued with the name Lavrijssen-
Bijnen in the back of the cards. Helped by her daughters and husband, she would run the 
business successfully for many years. Jacoba Lavrijssen-Bijnen refers to this period 
telling us that  

 
 
 “… for Jan Bijnen his shop was everything. I took over it when my mother died. 

I thought at that time: if I can make a living, why not? … And it was taken over! Jo and I 
had five children after all. But we had to learn everything because that was the legal 
requirement then. As a bookshop it had to be officially recognized, which was also 
required for the toy shop. So I had to follow courses. But I did that gladly … and then I 
could be one afternoon away! Jo’s mother came to look out for the children because 
otherwise I could not leave of course. These courses were held in Eindhoven. It was great 
to go out! Though I had to take examinations, and I did not have time to study on 
Sundays. But fortunately I passed them! The last exam was in Den Haag, it was all very 
official. So the shop continued and already very soon our children started to help in it as 
well … That was my business activity.” 

 
 
In one of his advertisements, the one in the form of a prentbriefkaart, we read that 

Bijnen sold other items besides the cards: cigars, luxurious paper, all sorts of school and 
office articles, special address for registers, unbound office books, and all obliging 

                                                 
335 Abbreviated affectionate Dutch form for Jacoba. 
336 Unless mentioned otherwise all the quotations of Jo and Jacoba Lavrijssen come from the different 
interviews I had with them, in Waalre during the period 2003-2004. All quotes are my translation from the 
Dutch. 
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printed-paper and stamps. As aforementioned, in the course of the years Veni vidi vici 
was established at Willibrorduslaan number 18, where Jan Bijnen would have his 
photographic studio in the upper floor, until later when he became older and it was 
cleared away. Mrs. Lavrijssen-Bijnen, one of the twin daughters of Jan Bijnen, 
remembers that period:  

 
 

“Our father lost his wife, our mother, in 1950, to cancer. Mother was sixty-two 
years old when she died, thirteen years younger than our father, who was much older than 
her. That is when he moved to live with us (referring to Jo and herself). The pastor would 
come home every first Friday of the month to give her the communion while she was sick 
in bed, and it was he who realized one morning that something was wrong, that she was 
not completely herself.” 

“He [Jan Bijnen] went through a difficult time after his wife died. He spent first 
some time in a home for old men and he was there for about six months, but then he came 
to live here. He required a lot of attention as an old man, though he never made any 
complaint. Jan Bijnen could survive everything! Besides he was never troublesome nor 
did he have a difficult character.”  
 
 
Jo Lavrijssen, speaks with an affectionate tone about that same period, when his 

father in law moved to live with them: 
 
  

“He was a kind man this Jantje Bijnen. 337 But indeed, he had a difficult time 
after his wife’s death. We got married just a year after that, and for him it was hard 
because his wife had just died. He was also quiet … and how did he enjoy the children!”  
 
 
“But there was also the fact that he could not keep working and living at the shop, 

where he had always worked and lived”, continues Mrs. Lavrijssen:  
 
 

“There he could mess around and he had something to keep himself busy with. 
He used to have his own room at the back of the shop and we called it the holiest of 
holiest, because nobody was allowed to enter. And nobody dared to disobey! I know 
there were some shelves against the walls, but that is because when he became old and 
sick, the place had to be ordered. Then Mr. Bijnen had to lie in bed.” 

When the shop at the Willibrorduslaan had to be cleaned up, our Pau helped a lot 
… and I don’t understand it, he kept everything! He was himself not very precise for 
many things, but he kept things very well, otherwise we could not be watching at all this 
now (referring to the many albums he put together with all the Bijnen memorabilia and 
the entire visual Bijnen heritage). It is as if my father had known … of course he had 
thought about it … that he was so near his death. And he helped a lot in the sorting out of 
all the things.  

 
 

                                                 
337 Abbreviated affectionate Dutch form for Jan. 
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Jan Bijnen was eighty-one years old when he passed away on September 28, 
1959. Mrs. Lavrijssen-Bijnen remembers:  

 
“He lived and died here. Our mother was younger but she also died younger, she  did not 

 have the strong quality of the Bijnen, who all grow old. You can’t say anything else 
 about it … but our father lived on to the last breath. Once grandmother said about him: 
 ‘This Jan Bijnen!… on the contrary he (referring to Jan Bijnen’s son Paul) goes out 
 without a coat and he is always having a cold.’ And our father just walked out as he was, 
 without any coat. But he was never sick. I never saw him really sick”.  

 
With a proud smile Mrs. Lavrijssen also remembers this period when referring to 

one of the nicest memories about her father: “They are all nice memories of him … like 
when he came to live with us. My sister had just built a beautiful house and our father 
said: As much as it is a very pretty house I would not be able to stay long, I would still 
want to go home.” And home was with Coba and Jo.  

Eventually, and some years after Jan Bijnen’s death, the family would sell the 
business to the Versmissen family, who still own the bookshop. Mrs. Lavrijssen refers to 
this period while staring at the photographs of the goodbye party of the shop, where all 
members of the bookshop society came with presents to witness the closure of the prolific 
and successful phase of Veni Vidi Vici:  

 
“Jo and I have been granted to become old and we could enjoy several years 

because I sold the shop at a certain moment. The people interested wanted the house, 
except for the shop. At first, I had to get used to the idea, because we were at the 
Willibrorduslaan and we saw it all happening in front of us. I had never moved before. I 
was born in that house and I lived there for sixty five years.” 
 
 
After Bijnen there was never a photographic studio again in that address, but it 

still remains in the same vein of commerce; namely, the selling of books and all office 
and school articles. Although in a new and modern version, Versmissen is still the place 
to enter in Waalre if one is looking for a prentbriefkaart of the place. From Jan Bijnen’s 
prentbriefkaart-photographic legacy, we cannot find much trace, except for those 
photography albums of the municipality. These inevitably have to honour him by 
reproducing his images, as they are directly connected to the identity of the municipality 
as well as to the local identity. We must say however, that the prentbriefkaarten have 
survived in them more as carriers of photographic material, as they are never referred to 
from the point of view of their postal trajectory. As an exception we have for example 
Aalst en Waalre in oude ansichten, where they are indeed considered as post.  

However, as we glance through the pages, we corroborate that they are treated as 
ansichten only in reference, as there is no information whatsoever about the postal 
journey followed by them. The world of the obverse has been absolutely forgotten, and 
with it we miss in all this books the reference to the publishers and the messages between 
sender and addressee. In Evert Meijs’ book Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, we 
find on account of the reference to Jan Bijnen’s photographs, that “we can easily claim 
that most of the photographs of Waalre that were taken in the first half of the century, 
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were made by Jan Bijnen.” 338 However, there is no clear reference to which one of the 
published photographs were indeed taken by him and which ones were not. To look at the 
back of the cards would help us but, once more, there is no illustration of any obverse. In 
the author’s prologue, we read that the selection criteria of the photographic material 
have been somewhat aleatoric though it presents a good image of the municipality in the 
past. It is also clearly stated that the book is meant as a photography book though, which 
explains why all prentbriefkaarten have been used exclusively due to their photographic 
content and not their postal one as well.  

Meijs has tried to access, as much as possible, the narrative behind the 
photographs by documenting in his book all the oral stories from the photograph’s 
owners. “Finally,” says Meijs, “it has been chosen to use photographs with people in 
them as much as possible”. This sole statement puts Bijnen’s production at the top of the 
list, as he had always the human scale in his images. He evidently saw as well the 
potential commercial value in depicting people in his photographs, and the magic of 
photography was performed at Veni Vidi Vici. “He always had people in his photographs 
because it was something new”, says Mrs. Lavrijssen, “and they all came to see the 
photographs in the shop window … and they never could understand how Photography 
worked!”  

 
 

       
   
 

                                                 
338 Meijs, Aalst en Waalre zoals het vroeger was, 68. 
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Inside the cards 
 
 
In the next photograph, we can observe Coba Lavrijssen together with her youngest 
daughter, one of Jan Bijnen’s granddaughters. I made the photograph on the first 
interview with Jo and Coba Lavrijssen in the summer of 2003. Their daughter had come 
casually to visit her parents and stayed to look at the photographs. They were busy 
showing the album of prentbriefkaarten put together by Paul Bijnen. This is an 
interesting photograph because it presents us the richness of meanings and the trajectory 
of the Bijnen cards, as we shall see. If we did not know about the particular content of the 
album depicted, we might assume it is just one of the many family albums in one of the 
many situations as the one portrayed here: two family members engaged in the sacred 
ritual of memory reaffirmation, from which it is illustrative. Moreover, we see that it is a 
ritual in which both women are totally involved, so much so that they seem to have 
forgotten about the surrounding events as well as of the camera. This photograph is one 
of those that do not pay respect to ‘the pose’. These women do not seem to (and did not) 
care at all about the presence of anybody or anything else except the imaginary world 
opened up by the images they are watching.  

 
 

 
 

Jacoba Lavrijssen and her daughter Marjan Brans-Lavrijssen, looking 
1) at the prentbriefkaart album of Jan Bijnen, put together by Paul 
Bijnen, 2) at the prints from the glass plates kept in cigar boxes, and 3) 
at the museum wooden strips with images by Jan Bijnen. During this 
interview, with Tony Vaessen and Jo Lavrijssen (not in the 
photograph).  
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Furthermore, from behind the camera I can provide you with some more 

information, as I was behind the camera. The album had been taken down from a shelf to 
show me the collected prentbriefkaarten of Jan Bijnen, the photographer. It was one of 
the first encounters I had with the family, and the conversation was consciously directed 
towards him as photographer. However, as soon as the album was opened, the familiar 
presences depicted in the cards started to become alive through these women’s mouths. 
Jan Bijnen became then a father and a grandfather, while the people in the images 
became friends, acquaintances, relatives. The images acquired a voice and stories began 
to add a script to the visual content. At that moment, I literally disappeared. Memories 
took over, and the two women talked about people and events I knew nothing about.  

As a total outsider, I realized I was being a witness to how the Bijnen cards had 
their own meaning for the Bijnen women. Mrs. Lavrijssen suddenly realized that no 
matter how I tried, I was not able at all to catch up with the conversation anymore, and 
she looked at me with sincere astonishment when she said, “oh, this is all so personal! … 
I don’t understand why anybody might be interested in this. For us it has all this personal 
value and I don’t see why anybody would be interested in it”. The prentbriefkaarten 
images spoke to them about their belonging to a family line, and the older generation was 
engaged in the significant act of passing on the memories to the new one. Jan Bijnen had 
done his part, Paul Bijnen had done his, as we shall later see, and now it was Coba’s turn. 
All on account of a collection of those ‘little papers with memory’. 339 

 
 

 
Cards that stayed 

 
 

It is more than evident that Jan Bijnen’s cards were a success, as they were sold in 
incredible amounts. His timing could not have been better, as it concurred with the 
golden period of the prentbriefkaart phenomenon. The following examples show how 
Bijnen’s cards are linked not only to his own local identity, or that of his hometown, but 
to the identity of all the other places depicted in his many prentbriefkaart-photographs. 
Among them, there are also examples of changes in meaning and function of the cards 
through their trajectory, either the postal one or the collector’s one.  

The following illustration is of one of the pages of a red album put together by 
Paul Bijnen, Jan Bijnen’s son. 340 It shows some of the articles he gathered in relation to 
his father’s prentbriefkaarten. The first reading we can make of them is that not only Paul 
Bijnen was interested in his father’s work but that there were also other people interested. 
The reasons for this are not the same of course, because while for the son it is a reference 
to his family history, for the interested outsiders the reason is the visual content that 
depicts a landscape of the Brabant province that had already disappeared or that was in 

                                                 
339 On February 23, 2006, Coba passed away in Waalre. She had seen the first print of these pages and was 
very proud that her stories and the work we did together had acquired a concrete shape. I am thankful that 
she trusted me enough to share her memories with me. 
340 From one page of the many albums put together by Paul Bijnen. Now in the private collection of the 
family Bijnen. 
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the process of disappearing. However, we could say that the main reason is yet the same 
if we think that in both cases, they are all interested in it because of their identity 
investment in the prentbriefkaarten of Jan Bijnen. The first one through the reaffirmation 
of self-identity in a direct family line, and the others through the personal investment in a 
geographical territory, which is a reaffirmation of identity at another level.  

In one of the articles, we have the following headline: ‘Archief in kannen en 
kruiken’ (Archive in order). Unfortunately, Paul Bijnen did not paste the date of the 
article, nor the source or the author of the article. Clearly because his interest was 
personal. The article tells us the following story:  

 
 

“Last winter, every week for one evening would Mr. Van Galen (collector) from 
Velhoven pay [Paul Bijnen] a visit. They classified and ordered. Glass plates (negatives) 
from the old plate-camera of father Bijnen were looked against the light. The original 
photos that were the model for prentbriefkaarten were put in order. And now it is 
finished. The photo-archive of Paul Bijnen is in order. More than ever before will 
heemkundigen, [local amateur historians] and other collectors let their coffee get cold in 
there […]”. 341 
 
 
Unfortunately, it is also due to collectors that the order achieved then has partially 

survived through the subsequent years. Many items of the Bijnen collection are not 
anymore in the hands of the family but in the hands of collectors. It is also fair to state 
that the collection is so extensive that ordering it implies a challenging task in itself. 
Moreover, it is obvious that the parameters for ordering change from one interested party 
to the other. What is important for collectors is maybe not as important for the owners of 
the collection, for whom the images have other sort of value, namely, that of a 
documenting visual unity of their own family history. While for one there is maybe even 
a commercial value attached to a certain card or photograph, for the Bijnen family, the 
value is an emotional one. Therefore, the organization and estimation of the collection is 
directly affected by these values.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
One of the pages of one of the many albums Paul Bijnen put 
together. This page is a collection of newspaper articles in 

                                                 
341 My translation from the Dutch. 
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relation to Jan Bijnen’s prentbriefkaarten, among other 
memorabilia.  

 

 
 

 
Another newspaper article tells that, “Jan Bijnen made his photographic 

expeditions always by bicycle. Frequently that meant he would not go home for a week. 
His son still remembers an anecdote from the First World War. The time when soldiers, 
especially from the cards of the borderline area, were the ‘characters’ [as extras in films] 
of his cards. There were soldiers also at the Achelse Kluis, which was no reason to 
prevent the photographer from doing his job. But the laborious work with the old camera 
required some time. Seldom goes that unnoticed.” This shows us some light into the 
veracity and authenticity of the depicted images. Then they published in the same 
newspaper a photograph of a prentbriefkaart made by Jan Bijnen; “Here we see an 
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officer, who was spotted by the Waalrese photograph and who chased him away with the 
addition […] The officer was H.P. Marchant, who couldn’t use any spy.  In 1933 he 
became the minister of O.K. en W. [education, arts and science].”   
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The former prentbriefkaart is also interesting because of the blending of identities 

and functions. We read in the front side of the prentbriefkaart that the image is the 
playground at ‘de Volmolen’. From the obverse, we get to know about the date when this 
card was sent and that this card has indeed ‘walked’: it was sent in Waalre on January 16, 
1940, from the Jansen family to Jan Bijnen. It is like a boomerang card, a photograph that 
started at the playground, then became a prentbriefkaart in Bijnen’s hands and was 
bought and sent back to him with greetings from his friends. A perfect circle.  

Moreover, the cards acquire new meanings when we get to know that the young 
lady at the seesaw, with the white dress, is Coba, his daughter. As if this did not enhance 
already our kaleidoscope of meanings, we are told by Jacqueline Lavrijssen that the man 
in dark suit sitting at the right side of the fence is Jo Lavrijjsen, her father. We have here 
then the young couple, Coba and Jo, who would later marry. As Jacqueline herself puts it: 
“Is it not extraordinary that you can have a photograph made by your own grandfather 
portraying both your mother and father in the same image even before they were related 
to each other?” I would just add to it that it is even more extraordinary, in the literal sense 
of the word as ‘out of the ordinary’, that it is in addition a prentbriefkaart, an image 
meant to be posted, to travel to unknown destinations … even to following generations, 
as this one has done. And if that was not extraordinary enough, we know that when she 
turns around the card, she even reads a name on it that speaks back to her: Bijnen. 

 
 
 

 
After the cards 
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The former is a card sent to Paul Bijnen, who inherited his father’s cards, dated February 
10, 1961. In this case, we will make use of both the front and the obverse to approach 
them. The fact that the addressee is not a person but the shop, shows how popular Veni 
Vidi Vici was in Waalre still at the beginning of the sixties: it did not even need an 
address because probably everybody knew where it was located. It functioned thus as a 
‘posta’, where messages come and go, where people meet and where anybody could 
come to admire the shop window not as we would do in any shop, but as we would do 
when it functions as a reflection of the self, as a mirror.  

It is most interesting to see that there is no visual content in it in the front side but 
only the following text, which continues in the back as well. It is a card that has no image 
and that is totally dedicated to its postal use as the carrier of a written message.  

 
 
 

Dear Mr. Bijnen,  
 
When I visited you one afternoon at your house last december, together with Mr. Klaas 

van Gameren from Aarle-Rixtel, we glanced together through a part of your old ansichtkaarten, 
hoping that we would come across one or two of Benk en Donk. The result then was not great: 
only two pieces. You said that you would search further to see if at that time there were more 
cards made of our village. I would appreciate it if you would inform me if you have found 
something more.  

 
Yours sincerely,  
F. v. Thiel. 342 
 

 
 

                                                 
342 My translation from the Dutch. 
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The following letter comes from much further away, from the country that 

adopted our Gentleman with the big cravat, Mexico. Coba and Jo Lavrijssen had found it 
in the family archive. Me being Mexican, they considered it was a letter I had to see, 
besides the fact that there was finally somebody who could read it. Their daughter 
Jaqueline phoned me on a Sunday morning to inform me about the discovery and I 
jumped into the car to see them. They were very enthusiastic to have found something 
Mexican in their archives. I was more than surprised.  

The letter was sent on the bookshop’s decorated paper on February 10, 1921, just 
a few years after Jan Bijnen was married. It was sent by a big bookshop from Mexico 
City with four branches spread across the country under the name of “Al Libro Mayor”, 
belonging to the ‘Fernandez’ brothers. It is addressed in old formal Spanish to Jan 
Bijnen: 343  

 
 

 
Dear sir,  
 
It is thanks to the great kindness of the [Mexican] Republic’s consul in Rotterdam that 

we have gotten your address, and we are glad to be able to write you and inform you that we are 
the most important Handel in this country in relation to the trade of postales of all kinds. Our 
purchases surpass the five million per year, and we are interested in being acquainted to new 
manufacturers and exporters to enlarge our assortment even more. We deal in cash by making a 
deposit of funds in any of the main banks in Europe so that this bank can make the payments on 
our behalf for the embarkation documents. We enclose a leaflet with the names and the 
addresses of the firms that can give references about us. We enclose as well a leaflet that shows 
that we are always willing to buy cards –besides the high quality ones, that can be sold at a 
better price, either because they are old fashioned or belong to incomplete collections, or 
because they have a small manufacturing imperfection, or they are not in the interest of the 
public anymore, etc. We do not care about the amount, as we buy everything if the prices are 
convenient. We would have to ask for a correspondence in Spanish, and whenever that would 
not be possible, in English or French indistinctly.  

 
We look forward to hearing from you,  
Yours respectfully,  
Francisco Fernandez. 

 
 
 
 

If the deal had closed, it would have meant Jan Bijnen’s conquest of the Mexican 
market. Bijnen wanted to sell and The Fernandez brothers wanted to buy. In this case, we 
can see as well how the meanings of an object in circulation start acquiring unpredictable 
meanings in unpredictable contexts. When Coba Lavrijssen heard about the content of the 
letter she could not understand what interest might these Mexican card dealers have in the 
prentbriefkaarten of a Dutch local photographer. What could be the interest of the 
Mexican market for these Dutch images? The magic of the exotic other would be the 
answer. However, the letter was never answered and as far as we know Bijnen’s Dutch 
landscape remained within European domain. 
                                                 
343 My translation from the Spanish.  
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Another sort of interest was that of a Dutch Museum, who was interested in the 
cards precisely for the opposite reason: the portrayal of the self through the images. Not 
yet aware of Jan Bijnen’s death just one month before, the secretary of the Rijsmuseum 
voor Volkenkunde. Het Nederlandse Openluchtmuseum in Arnhem wrote the following 
letter on October 14, 1959, addressed to Jan Bijnen on behalf of the director, showing 
also an interest in Bijnen’s cards:  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Hereby I have at my disposal a comprehensive collection of negatives and photos 
that through the course of the years you have recorded of the different villages of the Kempen. 
At this moment, the Dutch Openlucht Museum is very interested on everything related to 
village life, and therefore I would like to ask you if it is possible that you send me the 
mentioned photos for inspection. Those photos considered suitable by the Museum might 
eventually be purchased. We are interested in the following themes: farms, barns, interiors, 
farming tools, traditional costumes for weddings, funerals, births, moving from living address, 
shooting feasts, and everything concerning daily life.  

 
Looking forward to your answer,  
The secretary of the Dutch Openlucht Museum,  
Mr. P.G.J.M Wagenaar.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Although the cards are, as mentioned, a reflection of the self, we can also say that 
they are a visual representation of the other in the sense that these North-Brabant scapes 
have been disappearing through the century. Dutch modern identity in the region has 
changed as well, and the village-scapes mirror this change. The emptiness of the streets, 
the clothes of people, the vehicles they move on, the houses, the churches … they are 
either different or gone in many of the examples. They reflect back an identity that is 
already a past one, they reflect an other. 
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Modest historians 
 
 
Collecting oneself 

 
 

It is important to point out again how Bijnen’s images, in the form of prentbriefkaarten, 
helped in the formation of other identities until today, as topographic collectors 
demonstrate. This is why, in the search for Jan Bijnen I met with many prentbriefkaart 
collectors, and among them were Frans Huijbregts and Jan Spoorenberg. Huijbregts’ is a 
topographic collection of the Kempen, whose unity includes everything from 1900 until 
2000. Spoorenberg is also a topographic collector, of the city of Eindhoven. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
   

Prentbriefkaart Fair in de Brabanthallen,’s-Hertogenbosch, held on September 13, 2003. 
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Left: Simon van Blokland, prentbriefkaart (Amsterdam) collector and 
founder of the VDP. Middle: Advertisement over the International 
Festival of Ansichtkaarten in the Brabants Dagblad on September 3, 
2003. Right: Prentbriefkaart (Eindhoven) collector Jan Spoorenberg. 

 
 
In the last illustrations, we can observe something that is common to all 

photography or prentbriefkaart collectors: they are all looking down; immersed in the 
imaginary worlds opened up by the images they collect. These photographs are 
interesting to observe because they could be very misleading, as they can easily be read 
differently when taken out of context. The left and right photographs could be just 
anybody looking at what might seem as a family album. The upper photograph shows a 
group of mostly mature men totally absorbed in the contemplation of something that is 
not quite clear at first sight. A more detailed observation will bring to light the small 
boxes and the album in the foreground, and another clue might be the size of the 
observed objects, which seem to be small and bidimensional.  

However, we already know that what these photographs have in common is the 
prentbriefkaart. The albums of the left and right photographs are not family albums but 
prentbriefkaart ones. Furthermore, they are topographic albums, of the city of Eindhoven 
in the case of Spoorenberg, and of the city of Amsterdam in the case of van Blokland. 
They are bound to their identity in the sense of the city as a keeper of their personal 
stories. Disappeared buildings and streets exist still in their memories. Although valid for 
the disappeared parts of Amsterdam, in the particular case of the much-bombarded city 
Eindhoven, the collector’s albums offer us a journey through the imaginary scape of what 
is now mostly an imaginary city.  

However, there is a prentbriefkaart for any collector. When for whatever reason 
you get in touch with the prentbriefkaart world, you will hardly escape its seductive call. 
All identities can be reaffirmed through a prentbriefkaart, particularly the topographic 
one. But the richness in themes will have something to offer even to the most impassive 
person. The themes represented are so varied that you can be sure there will be cards that 
will depict your interest, no matter how unusual it might be. And when you look at one of 
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the many boxes that those men in the upper photograph do, you will encounter a list that 
is indeed like the surrealist representation Sontag once have mentioned in relation to 
photographs.  But a representation of what? Of every material culture that connects with 
the human group, in this case, the Dutch one in particular: trains, war, Disney, circus, 
hunt, chronicle cards, angels, hats, carnival, village life, fairs, erotic pin-ups, the Efteling, 
clocks, gnomes, Indians, and so on and so forth. You think of it, it exists in the form of a 
prentbriefkaart.  

  

 
 

Box of Prentbriefkaarten at the 
Prentbriefkaart Fair in de Brabanthallen 
in the city of Den Bosch  

 
 
However, trying to find a card by Jan Bijnen in this universe of cards was not as 

easy as I expected. The reason for that was that prentbriefkaart fairs are organized 
according to the needs of the market of collectors. In most of the cases, the dealers can 
help them better if they name a place or a theme they are interested in, so the millions of 
cards are organized either topographically or thematically. If I asked, however, for a 
prentbriefkaart by Jan Bijnen, I would be politely directed towards trying to convert my 
request into any of the mentioned categories, namely, to put it in terms of a theme or a 
place. From this, we can assume that it is rather uncommon to have somebody interested 
either in a photographer or in a publisher in particular.  I quickly learned that Jan Bijnen’s 
cards were for the specialized collectors and not for the general public, at least not if they 
were not related to the identity reaffirmation given by the images of that place were one 
has been born and lived. I certainly could find him sometimes by searching 
topographically in any of the places of which I knew Bijnen had made a prentbriefkaart, 
and his cards were rather expensive in comparison to the rest. Such a specific search 
required specialized dealers. 

Another thing that occurred to me when I wander through the prentbriefkaart 
fairs, observing and trying to reflect upon the prentbriefkaart as a general cultural 
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phenomenon, was that my interest was not easily defined, so that when I was asked if I 
could be helped, I actually could not. This transformed the fair in an infinite treasure of 
material to loose myself in. What was I looking for? I was open to whatever the cards 
wanted to tell me. In the meantime my companion to the fair, who was only there to see, 
had already fallen under the spell of a couple of cards: a topographic one of his birth 
place, another topographic one of the place he lives at now, and another one about a 
theme he is currently interested in. As already mentioned, it is difficult to escape the 
prentbriefkaart spell. 

But there are other ways to get cards. Collector Frans Huijbregts, an experienced 
prentbriefkaart collector, is an example. He does not attend fairs to get his cards. He has 
got himself one specialized seller that is also collecting Bijnen cards, Ad Vos, also a 
collector himself. He makes first a selection for himself and then he can sell what he does 
not need to Huijbregts. The standard procedure for trading collectables. Because the 
geographical delimitation of Huijbregts was within the visual coverage of Bijnen’s 
production, he has a very thorough collection of Bijnen cards. Systematically organized 
in alphabetical order, his many albums open up the world of Bijnen, of the Kempen and 
of the prentbriefkaart in the last century. A look into some of the prentbriefkaarten of 
this collector from Eersel, will lead to interesting reflections upon the prentbriefkaart as a 
cultural phenomenon and into the image collection of Jan Bijnen. 
 
 
 
 
Greetings from Eersel … 
 
 
 
 In the following prentbriefkaart one can see clearly the conscious decision made 
by photographer Jan Bijnen to make not only a landscape view but a human-scape. While 
most of the photographers waited until there was nobody on the road to make the 
photograph, Bijnen probably waited, on the contrary, until everybody was ‘in position’ 
for the camera to prevent blurred images due to people’s movement. Streets were 
therefore not as crowded as we see in the image, but were crowded because of the 
photograph. This is a clear illustration that, just as it happens with photography, veracity 
in a prentbriefkaart is something contextual. In the background, at the center, we see the 
Dommelen brewery, which has been a marker in the identity of this village. 

We can also trace different phases in the identities of places through Bijnen’s 
prentbriefkaarten, like for instance the restoration of the tower of the R.K. Church in 
Oirschot, which had fallen down in 1904. It was sent to Mrs. Maria Titulaer in Afferden, 
Limburg, on August 1907, after a visit to Oirschot.  
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The following prentbriefkaarten are views from Eersel, in the Kempen region of 

The Netherlands. They are of particular importance in the context of prentbriefkaart 
collector Frans Huijbregts because he was born there, which explains his topographic 
interest. The identity of Eersel is intermingled with that of the collector. The first Bijnen 
card is a ‘Greeting card’ with a photograph of the market or fair day. As expected from 
Jan Bijnen, it is full with people, some aware of the camera and some engaged in their 
activities at the fair. This card was franked 1942. The second is a marker in the identity of 
the village. We read in the obverse that it is the inauguration of P.G.A.G. Panken as 
Mayor of Eersel, Duizel and Steensel on January 13, 1923. It is a collected card, that is, it 
never ‘walked’. The number of views from a place being the reference to the importance 
of the place at the time we can deduce that Eersel was an important place, as there are 
many cards of it. Eersel was indeed important, because it was a crossing point for 
travelers between the Ardennes, Belgium, and Luik to Den Bosch. They would stay 
overnight in Eersel before continuing their trip.  
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The next card is interesting not only because of its front side, which has another 

image of Eersel, in this case depicting the marketplace with its ‘music kiosk and its 
monumental pump’. In addition, we can follow in its obverse the course it took in the 
hands of collectors. It was first sent to Deurne, to Mr. H. N. Ouwerling, a noted regional 
historian from the Peel, 344 and it was franked in Reusel-Eindhoven on April 23, 1923, 
the same year of the inauguration of the Mayor. We can see from the different stamps 
that it belonged first to the Mayor himself, as we see his personal stamp reading P. 
Panken. Burgemeester. Eersel. Afterwards it somehow ended up in the market for 
collectors and was sold by Crescendo, coins, postcards, etc., in Roosendaal. Now it is in 
the private collection of Frans Huijbregts, in Eersel.  

 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
344 Hendrik Nicolaas Ouwerling was born in s-Hertogenbosch, The Netherlands, on December 24, 1861, 
and passed away in Deurne on October 12, 1932. From 1878, he worked as a schoolteacher in Liessel and 
Deurne before becoming journalist for the regional newspaper Zuid-Willemsvaart in Helmond. He also 
worked as councilor for the municipality of Deurne. His life work as local amateur historian, Geschiedenis 
der dorpen en heerlijkheden Deurne, Liessel en Vlierden, (History of villages and delicacies in Deurne, 
Liessel and Vlierden) was published after his death, in 1933, by the municipality of Deurne. It was still 
reprinted in the sixties and seventies of the twentieth century. In Deurne, Ouwerlingstraat, is a street at the 
postwar section of Saint Joseph’s parish, that has been named after him. In 1978, the circle of amateur 
regional historians also named their group after him, Heemkundekring H.N. Ouwerling, or Circle of 
Amateur Historians H.N. Ouwerling (www.ouwerling.tk/). He was buried at the Saint Willibrordus Church 
at Deurne’s square, and the members of the Heemkundekring H.N. Ouwerling take care of his grave.  
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But the following prentbriefkaart will show us that collector Frans Huijbregts is 

in search of more than just the cards. He uses his cards as a source of documentation, to 
reconstruct a history that is mostly unwritten and undocumented, and that is about to 
disappear with the few left ‘living memories’ that are the carriers of oral history. For 
instance, we read in the following headline of a newspaper: 345 ‘Who recognizes the 
photo?’ Afterwards, we continue to read the article that accompanies the photograph in 
question and for the comment of the journalist, we can conclude that it is a repeated 
action in more than one setting. “Frans Huijbregts came these days to the editors with the 
enclosed photo. Those who know him a little know already what he is looking for, and 
we of course give our assistance. The photo has been taken in Steensel, presumably at the 
end of last century [nineteenth]. But he wants to know more: … who are depicted in the 
photo? Where has it been taken exactly? And on what occasion? [these] are just a couple 
of questions for which he would like to find an answer. If you know something regarding 
any of these questions (or maybe all of them, who knows), please contact the editorial 
staff of the Trompetter […]”. In the following page we see the result of Huijbregts 
inquiries. He has linked each character to his/her name through an arrow in a temporary 
way, followed by a question mark. These names might be correct, but until he knows for 
sure, they will keep their interrogation mark and he will keep on investigating.  
 

 

                                                 
345 ‘Trompetter’ 7/8-1998. My translation from the Dutch. 
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Former page: the prentbriefkaart Frans Huijbregts found. From it he made a print and 
sent it to the newspaper (above). Next page shows some of the results of the search. 
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The former envelope continues with the story of the search of collector Frans 
Huijbregts. After reading the advertisement he had put in the newspaper, somebody 
from Delft reacted on it. He had some information, which he sent by mail in this 
envelope to Huijbregts … to the wrong address! However, the wrong addressee sent it 
himself to the correct address. 
 
 
But this is quest of finding out the information around a prentbriefkaart is 

characteristic of every prentbriefkaart collector. They publish in newspapers, ask people, 
go to archives, and use every means they have at hand to access the desired information. 
They even would advertise in the stands of prentbriefkaart fairs, hoping that somebody 
will recognize the depicted place or the portrayed people, as we see in the following 
illustration. Nowadays, with the help of the new media, the search actions are realized via 
internet. And the question remains the same: Do you know where this is? Mail us! 
Moreover, there are even websites offering to help for free if the search is an easy one, 
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and with a fee if the search implies a significant amount of time. However, the search can 
also be not from a card but for a card related to one person, “Are you looking for an 
image of your old house? […] We will look for your special photo”. 346 

 
 
 

      
 

Unknown photographs. Who can help us? ... Thank you. Prentbriefkaart 
album at the Prentbriefkaart fair held in Den Bosch in 2003. 

 
 
 
Another example of this research process of collectors is the story collector Jan 

Spoorenberg tells in relation to one of his acquisitions: 
 
 

I found the other day, in a package of cards of Eindhoven, a prentbriefkaart that 
was published in 1948 on the occasion of the military exhibition. This exhibition was 
held within the framework of the reign jubilee of Queen Wilhelmina and it was seen 
successively in different Dutch cities. Not only the army, but the post as well, had done 
their best, because the card had not only the date post stamp from Eindhoven, but it also 
had a special stamp reading ‘Military exhibition’. The image showed an aerial view of 
the exhibition’s terrain. It was clear that the exhibition was held somewhere in the outside 
of the city, but as much as I looked at it, I could not find any recognizable point. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
346 See www.uitgeverijvoet.nl. 
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I decided to buy the card and to look up later at the Regional Archive in Eindhoven for 
the location. When I arrived home, the visit to the Archive appeared as unnecessary. 
According to a code on the back of the card, the photo had been printed on May 1948, 
three months before the exhibition was opened in Eindhoven. At this time, the first 
exhibition of the series was held in Utrecht. Apparently, the photos that have been made 
there were used for sale on later exhibitions. My card has in the meantime moved to my 
post stamp collection. 347 

 
 

Frans Huijbregts’ collection is methodically organized in bookshelves, 
topographically and in alphabetical order. The prentbriefkaarten are kept in albums in 
order to facilitate the searching through them, although Frans has a good memory of what 
he has. He is an active collector; always busy trying to find new contexts for his 
collection. Not surprisingly, he has published a number of articles on the subject of the 
prentbriefkaart. He has also organized exhibitions and he enthusiastically and actively 
helped in the consultation of his collection for these pages. His collection is one of the 
most comprehensive collections of Jan Bijnen cards, although his theme of collecting 
covers prentbriefkaarten with images of the Kempen region in The Netherlands, from 
1900 to 2000. It is clear then, that we can trace different developments of Dutch cultural 
life in the visual heritage that he has gathered.  
 The following card from his collection will introduce us, for example, not only to 
the development of the landscape depicted, but also to the mental categories of the people 
using the village-scape depicted, adapting to changes in other areas of social life. We will 
be able to trace the trajectory that the image has undergone, but most importantly, we will 
be able to see how the collector, as well as the card itself, can be of aid in the tracing of 
the stories behind the images.  
 

 
 

                                                 
347 Spoorenberg, in:  VDP bulletin 76, 39. 
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 The first thing we see is a road that leads us to a factory building. In the 
foreground, we are warned by a sign that says: Dangerous. The change of the experience 
of danger in relation to a road has changed so dramatically during the century that it is 
almost charming to look at this road and realize that it was experienced as dangerous in a 
time where meeting just one tram was an exception. Not to mention that it drove at a 
much slower speed than the trams we are accustomed to nowadays. Then we see the same 
image, first in the form of a prentbriefkaart, and then in the form of a photograph. In the 
background, there is a sign on top of the entrance of a building that reads, bicycles and 
sewing machines (Rijwelen en Naaimachines). Hilvaria. In the obverse of the 
photograph, we read this same advertising legend, plus the word Hilvarenbeek and then a 
question mark. This means that somebody has tried to find out what place it is. It is 
clearly not Bijnen himself, as he would know. Moreover, we see on the upper and the 
bottom right hand corners the sign of what appears as a categorization. Whoever it was, 
was not hundred percent sure that the place portrayed was Hilvarenbeek. In the obverse 
of the prentbriefkaart we read that it is one of Bijnen’s cards, and that it was sent by a 
certain Pierre from Hilvarenbeek with Belgium as destination. The post stamp 
corroborated such information. Frans Huijbregts, moreover, connoisseur of the Kempen 
region, has located this card under Hilvarenbeek. Therefore, we can see that the card, 
with the information on the obverse, together with the collector’s knowledge, provides 
the required information to categories the photograph. 
 Finally, one last story about the Huijbregts collection that will illustrate the 
identity content of a collector’s unity. When he was young, the bell of the village where 
he was born, Middelbeers, had to be taken down and turned into bullets during the war 
time. Later, when the war was over, the people could afford to return the bell to its place, 
after it had fulfilled its task of ‘defending’ the village. A party was held to do so on  
October 15, 1949, and as we know, being a marker in the village’s identity, it was 
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documented by photographing it. It had been lost during the war times and after the 
liberation the village gathered money to reinstall it, as a marking event of the 
reinstallment of normality in the village’s daily life. There are two images we are 
interested in, one of them depicting a procession of young altar boys as part of the ritual 
of ‘returning’ the heroic bell. And another one with the bell and the village witnessing the 
ritual in front of the church. One of the altar boys is Frans Huijbregts, and another, his 
brother. The photographs are so illustrative of identity confirmation, as an individual, as a 
family, and as a social group, that we would expect to find them in his personal family 
album. However, we find them in his collection under Middelbeers, because … they are 
also prentbriefkaarten! We would not be mistaken therefore to say that he literally 
collects himself.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 305

 
 
 

 

 
 
 



 306

 
 
 

 
Collecting imaginary places 
 
 
“It is to [Jan Bijnen] that we have to thank that so many topographic particularities of [the 
rustic corners of Oost Brabant] have been recorded. Many of these corners, almost all of 
them, have disappeared for ever. His photographic work has become a true documentary. 
To him a salute of honour! I am glad that I can write about him here, also because I knew 
him personally”, wrote K. Vermeeren in his book Eindhoven toen Eindhoven nog 
Eindhoven was. 348 This statement is particularly valid for Jan Spoorenberg’s 
prentbriefkaart collection, which includes not only Bijnen cards, but every card from 
every publisher that has portrayed Eindhoven. As we know, it is a city that was heavily 
bombarded during the Second World War and therefore its cityscape changed 
dramatically after that, not to mention that ‘for the sake of modernity’, the city is still 
changing. Through his prentbriefkaarten we can glance therefore at a city that does not 
exist anymore, except in people’s imaginary and in people’s memory. The cards work as 
relics, just to give proof that it once existed. In order not to forget.  

The following is a card that depicts an important moment in the history of 
Eindhoven. Although the photograph was made by Piet Jonkers, from Eindhoven, Jan 
Bijnen published the card, because it was a marking moment in the history of that 
southern city.  

 

                                                 
348 Vermeeren, Eindhoven toen Eindhoven nog Eindhoven was, 117. 
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  The Spoorenberg collection takes us back to the discussion of veracity in relation 
to visual media, in this specific case, the prentbriefkaart. The following card is a view of 
Eindhoven. We see an old plane depicted flying over the city. If we would not have a 
context of this card, we could arrive at the wrong conclusions. There was never such a 
plane flying over Eindhoven, as it is shown by another Spoorenberg card that does not 
have the plane at all. This demonstrates that the manipulation of media, for whatever 
reasons, always has to be taken into account.  
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However, there is indeed a documenting side to the medium, as we can see in the 
Philips cards of Jan Spoorenberg. We can follow through them, the different phases of 
the Philips prentbriefkaart. We see, thus, different languages, in accordance with the 
image the company wanted to give of internationalization. The exotic element is also 
present, as the exterior’s other is the interior’s self. Therefore, we have cards with 
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traditional clothing and nationalist features. The content is clearly intended as a 
commercial for the company, so the function of the visual element goes clearly in that 
direction. And we see for instance a card with Dutch women and children, dressed in 
traditional clothing, and ‘lightening the world’. From Eindhoven (regional identity), to 
Holland, (national identity), to Europe (continent identity) …to the world. 
 Another element of national pride is seen in the card of the Dutch woman holding 
a half-watt light bulb at the top of the city of Eindhoven, and dressed, again, in national 
clothing. This card shows another publicity function besides that of promoting Philips, 
that of advertising a film program. Another card, reproduced in the three different colours 
of the Dutch flag, yellow, red and blue, promote again national pride. They made a 
trilogy of prentbriefkaarten that together would form the national flag. But the 
commercial side of these cards is not the only one, as they also document the 
development of the Philips building, and of the concept of the human groups involved. 
The idea of self-perception that Philips promoted and displayed in its cards when it 
started in 1891, changed later into a less stereotyped imago, to a more modern 
presentation of the Dutch identity. Not surprisingly from a city that had almost no 
traditional landscape to relate to. Modernity was the alternative path and that is traceable 
in the Philips prentbriefkaarten. 349 
 

        
                                                 
349 For a more detailed analysis of the advertising history of Philips, see Wilbrink, Kunst in de Philips-
reclame 1891-1941. 
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 In the following cards, we see a documentation of the different phases that the 
Philips premises have undergone. These phases go accordingly with the changes not only 
of the building itself, but also on the way that it was presented to the public, both 
nationally and internationally. The transformation of values of the Dutch society can also 
be followed in the images in which Philips presented itself to the world. Today, the first 
of the following cards would be considered to depict an early industrial era in which 
architectural industrial features such as the two factory chimneys were a symbol of the 
modernization of labor. Nowadays, they are architectural features that gradually have 
been disappearing from the Dutch landscape, to give place to what is now considered 
modern. Some of them stand as a souvenir from that early industrial past, and therefore, 
they have been fortified with iron hoops. However, many others have been considered 
unnecessary and therefore demolished. This brings to mind the fact that while for some 
the past needs to have its relics in the modern times, for others the past relics stand in the 
way of becoming modern and have to be put aside to give place to what depicts the 
functions and values of society in our modern times. 
 In the subsequent card we see the same factory chimneys but in another context. 
We do not have the name Philips as the focal point. It is a transition image into what it 
would become. Finally, we see an image of an illuminated Philips at night, in tune with 
its motto of illuminating the world from Eindhoven. Nevertheless, although it s the same 
concept, it is quite a different image of modern than the one presented on the first card.  
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 The following series of three cards from Spoorenberg’s collection show three 
different views of one same street, the Emmasingel, in Eindhoven, by the exit of the 
Philips factory. They will take us back to the question of how a collector is always 
collecting himself, not only because our collector in question lived in Eindhoven, as we 
already know, but also because this is exactly the street where he lived. The third 
example, a card that walked, has a message in the back written in French that is evidence 
of its function as a tourist object, “I come from visiting Philips-ville, it is formidable 
[…]”. Probably a less emotional way of working as a memory detonator than it does for 
Spoorenberg. For the tourist it worked as a remembrance of a short term past, while for 
our collector, it works as a detonator not only of a longer term past, but also of a period 
that contains more memories than that of a tourist passing by. 
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 Nevertheless, from the whole collection of Jan Spoorenberg, the following is one 
of the most remarkable examples of how a card from his collection can talk back to him 
by his own name. It is not a prentbriefkaart but a briefkaart, from 11 December, 1889.  
Our collector, in a visit to Belgium he was nosing about in a shop. Not surprisingly, he 
asked for prentbriefkaarten from Eindhoven. The salesperson said that he did not know if 
he had any, but that he could look for himself in a bunch of cards he had just received. To 
his surprise, he found this briefkaart. It had been sent from Eindhoven and it had been 
sent to Crefeld in Germany more than a hundred years ago … by Jan Spoorenberg’s 
great-great-grandfather! A card sent as a business message that became a family 
memento at that very spot. A briefkaart sent to the future from a Spoorenberg in the past 
to his great-great-grandson. 
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The Gentleman with the bachelor’s bow tie 

 
 

In this vein of collecting self identities, the most thorough collector of Jan Bijnen is, not 
surprisingly, himself a Bijnen, his son Paul. When moving through the world of Jan 
Bijnen’s prentbriefkaarten, something that will catch the eye of a new collector would be 
a stamp on some of the Bijnen cards found at fairs or at antique or prentbriefkaart shops. 
The stamp reads, Copyright of Paul Bijnen. […] Reproduction strictly forbidden. And 
this somewhat annoying remark is our introduction to the collecting world of Paul Bijnen, 
as it has been for many collectors of Jan Bijnen’s cards.  

With more insight into the history of the people involved, we will be able to 
understand the origin of this remark. It actually reflects Paul Bijnen’s attempt to give the 
proper acknowledgement to his father for his visual legacy, which, according to the 
nature of the prentbriefkaart medium, many times has not been properly appointed. This 
has also been the reflection of the little importance given to the images provided by a 
medium with so little status as a prentbriefkaart. We have seen as well that in these 
occasions the image content is given priority over the postal use and the information 
about the photographer and/or the publisher. With this stamp, Paul Bijnen tried to change 
that priority, giving a more balanced value both to Jan Bijnen as photographer and 
publisher, and to the prentbriefkaart. After having realized how the identity of Bijnen and 
that of the medium are interconnected, this does not come as a surprise. 
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When trying to know something about his famous father, it is simply impossible 

not to meet Paul Bijnen, this colourful character of the Wolderse 350 daily life of the past 
century. No matter how the conversation would start, when mentioning the name Bijnen, 
Pau, as he was (and still is) called by those close to him, will come up. His family, 
however, will inevitably refer to him always as ‘our’ Pau, reflecting and reaffirming the 
existence of a group to which he belonged. He was born two years after the marriage of 
his parents, in 1920, and honoring ‘the Bijnen’s strength’, he would become almost 
seventy-nine years old. 

As we have observed in the portraits of our gentlemen wearing a bow tie, they are 
wearing it to make a statement. Both our Gentleman with the big cravat and our 
Gentleman with the bow tie are posing as distinguished men. José Menendez immersed in 
a context where his Cravat’s size would show his position out of the official system of his 
time, and Jan Bijnen, whose bow tie would show precisely his position and belonging to 
his social environment. In the following photograph, however, the bow tie shows the 
different civil status among the members of one same society. This photograph was taken 
in 1947 on the fourteenth anniversary of the Society for the Young, 351 which Jan Bijnen 
helped to found, and from which, as we know, he was a respected member. Paul Bijnen is 
the only gentleman wearing ‘a bachelor’s bow tie’, while the rest of the members are 
wearing one that shows their marital status. Jan Bijnen sits at the center of the first row, 
as a symbol of high respect to his status as president of the Society. We cannot help to 
think of the tie as a marker of belonging to the established social group, making a reading 
therefore, that our gentleman, who is wearing a different tie, somehow does not belong. 

 
 

                                                 
350 Wolderse is the term used to refer to Waalre in vernacular speech. 
351 Vereniging voor de jeugd. 
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Paul Bijnen, elicited from a group photograph of the Society of the young 

 
  

The Society for the young in 1947. Former page: Photograph in the book of Meijs. Note that he has elicited Pau 
Bijnen. Jan Bijnen sits at the center, as president. Upper: The same photograph but from the collection of the 
Bijnen family.  Under: The Vereniging voor de jeugd in 1999. The Bijnen gentlemen are gone. The neckwear is 
also disappearing. 
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 When compared to the other photograph, we can clearly see that the focus of the 
photograph published by the ‘Comité Monument Pau Bijnen’ was in Paul Bijnen, as the 
publication was meant as an homage to him after his death. Its title reads: “Memories of 
Pau Bijnen. A Wolderse man.” Although this is an important photograph of the 
Vereniging voor de jeugd, its meaning here has changed to be a photograph of Pau 
Bijnen, which happened to be in such Vereniging… That is why he has taken the liberty 
to crop off the photograph and to elicit an enlargement of his image. And that is also why 
the rest of the characters are not as important in this context. Not even Jan Bijnen, who 
was the president at the time, and who is, according to his status, sitting right at the 
center. The second photograph on the right, however, has belonged probably to the 
member of the society sitting on the second line, as second from left to right. We can 
make that assumption because he has been encircled with blue ink. Although with a more 
modest resource, a simple pen, it has the exact same intention of pointing at him that the 
former photograph had. This has the function of bringing one man into focus from a 
group identity. A zoom into the individual from a collective one. It is another context, 
and therefore, it has another meaning. This is, by the way, one of the features of any 
group photograph, namely, to be a carrier of as many meanings as portrayed people 
already from the start. 

 
 
 
 
 



 327

 

 
 
 



 328

‘From singing you become pretty…’ 
 
 

Paul Bijnen was also famous for his performances as ‘comedian of the village’, as many 
people call him. He had the theatrical skills and the personality to prevent him from 
staying unnoticed. During the fifties, sixties, and seventies, he performed in big and small 
halls in the Kempen region. He performed accompanied by musician Sear van Bergen 
and sometimes he also made programs together with other performers, like Willem 
Rooijakkers. 352 A program to such event would go as follows: in the first half, before the 
pause, the local band would play and after de pause, during the second half of the show 
people would be able to enjoy Paul Bijnen’s performance. In his own words, in Wolderse 
Dutch: 

 
“Yes, ladies and gentlemen, I would like to sing for you a pair of songs. I wrote it a while 

ago and I am very proud of myself, so I would like to render homage to my own work at least 
once. 

At the time when exactly four hundred and seventy five years ago our great poet Vondel 
contemplated the light of the day. 

I do not want to compare myself with Vondel, although the man also made very nice 
things. 

You can sing the last line of the song along with me; from singing you become pretty, I 
have sung myself already my whole life…!” 353 

 
 

In the years 1947 and 1948, he was famous for his character as ‘Paulinco’, the 
clown. He then performed for family members of the boys that were involved in the 
police action in Indonesia. In the same way, his father had collected different moments of 
the Kempen region and of his time, Paul Bijnen did the same with his songs and his 
theatrical performances. The texts of his songs are verbal photographs of Waalre and of 
the daily life in the Kempen. One of his sketches was the representation of the beggar by 
the Saint Martinus Guild. He also personified Charles Chaplin for a while, and ‘Plisie van 
De Keien’ was another of his personifications, which seems to have been one of his most 
shining roles. 

‘De Marktkoopman’ is an imitation to a market salesperson.  On a market square 
are the sales members, and they are trying with a fast tong to bring the merchandise to the 
man. They are standing in a square in Eindhoven by the Piazza or by the department store 
Droom en Vreesman, on the sidewalk. 354  

                                                 
352 Well known performer from Best and grandfather of Dutch ethnologist Gerard Rooijakkers. 
353 My translation from the Dutch: “Ja dames en heren, nou wou ik ‘n par liedjes vu roe zinge. Unnen tijd 
geleje heb ik die ‘s geschreve en ik waar altijd hil trots op m’n eigen werk vurdrage./ Toen waar ’t precies 
475 jaar geleje dé onze groten dichter Vondel het levenslicht aanschouwde. / Nou wil ik m’n eige nie 
vergelijke mee Vondel, hoewel die man ook hil aardige dinge hi gemaakt. / De laatste regel van het liedje 
mogen jullie allemaal meezingen; / van zinge word je mooi, ik heb zelf m’n hele leven lang al gezongen 
...!”. Comité Monument Pau Bijnen, Herinneringen aan Pau Bijnen, 3. 
354 By changing the initials of the name of the Dutch department store Vroom & Dreesman, Paul Bijnen 
was making a word game. 
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The song of ‘Tante Nel’ 355 is the story of aunt Nel, a renowned singer in the 
region, sung and performed frequently by Paul Bijnen, even though it presented a big 
drawback for him: “I have a moustache and I would not loose it, not even for a thousand 
guilders.” And this was no fiction, nothing worse could happen to him than to loose his 
dear handlebar moustache, as it would happen once in the hands of a nurse. The Eedens 
remember that “he had been in the hospital for a while, and by waking up, he was 
absolutely distressed to find out he had no moustache! He was really inconsolable. It was 
a sad thing to see.” 
“My voice cannot be changed into a female voice, but I will do my best”. Although it is 
remarkable the fact that the text of the song is a female reflection in the voice of a man, it 
is mostly a song about times that changed. A nostalgic reference to the past from a 
woman that has grown ‘of age’. But as we all know, growing old is not a prerogative of 
any gender. When ‘one cannot bicycle anymore’, as it was his case then, there is no doubt 
that old past times start to be remembered as better times. However, in due time, Pau 
himself would become a symbol of those old past times, as we find later in a caption to a 
photograph where he is referred to as ‘the last village man from Waalre’.  
 

   
 
 
 Right: Pau Bijnen as Charles Chaplin, 
   with Tonny Vaessen. 
 
 
 

                                                 
355 Song in Dutch Brabant Dialect. My translation from the Dutch Dialect from Waalre, in cooperation with 
Ad en Loes van den Eeden. Comité Monument Pau Bijnen, Herinneringen aan Pau Bijnen, 8-9. 
 



 330

 

     
 

 
 



 331

    
Tante Nel / Aunt Nel  

 
 

 
 

 
Nou wil ik ook nog zinge het verhaal van tante Nel, mèrer is ’n groot bezwaar, ik heb unne snor en die wil ik vur gin 
duzend gulde kwijt, ik heb n’n stem nie mee um ’n vrouwestem na te doen, mèr ik zal het toch probere. We zinge ook nu 
de laatste regel mee. 
 
Now I would like to sing as well the story of aunt Nel, though there is a major disadvantage, because I’ve got a 
moustache and I wouldn’t like to loose it not even for a thousand guilders, I don’t have a voice to imitate a woman’s 
voice, but still I’ll try. We sing the last line together. 

 
 
 
As ge op leeftijd bent gekomme 
De zeuven kruiskes gepasseerd, 
As ge aawd en grijs gaot worre 
En ’t fietse hedde al lang verleerd, 
Dan denk-te gèèr an vruuger tije 
Mee ’n tikske weemoed en mee spijt, 
An al die nij-verwetste dinge  
Die zaag-de nie in mijnen tijd (bis). 
 

When you have come of age 
and you’ve passed the seven crosses, 
When you become old and gray 
and you lost the ability to bike already a while ago, 
then you’ll think of old times with pleasure 
with a little bit of nostalgia and regret, 
towards all those newish things 
that you did not see in my times (bis).

 
As ge vruuger weird gebore 
Gebakerd dur ’n goei gebuur, 
Die draaide oew rontel-um in de dekes 
En um oew gat unne baaie luur, 
Gin kraam- of voedvrouw had-de 
Mer oew fles en fiep die had-de op tijd, 
We hadde gin box, alleen ‘ne kakstoel, 
Ja ja, zo waar’t in mijnen tijd (bis). 
 

When you were born in past times 
You were nursed by a good neighbor, 
who wrapped you up in the blankets 
and put around your behind a fine diaper 
you didn’t have a nurse or nanny, 
but your bottle and teat you’d get on time, 
we didn’t have a playpen, only a shitstool, 
yea, yea, that’s how it was in my times (bis). 

En as we dan nor school toe ginge 
Mi de geschuurde klumpkes an, 
ne lange rok en zwarte kouse, 
ik zie m’n eige nog zo gaon, 
na afloop moesse we gaon huuje 
de koie, de schoup ofwel de geit, 
ge moet er nou nog is mee komme, 
ja ja, zo waar’t in mijnen tijd (bis). 
 

And when we went to school 
wearing those scoured clogs, 
and a long skirt with black stockings, 
I still see myself dressed like that 
and after school time we must watch  
over the cow, the sheep or the goat, 
no way could you propose such a thing today, 
yea, yea, that’s how it was in my times (bis). 
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En as ge groter wart geworre 
Dan kreegde ’n muts van witte kant, 
Ne fallie en ook gaauwe krale 
En oew oorbelle, die ware navenant, 
Ge kende gin Salama onderstelle 
Mèr degelijk spul dè nie verslijt, 
We hadde ’n onderbroek mee kante, 
Ja ja, zo waar’t in mijnen tijd (bis). 

 
 
 
And when you had come of age 
then you would get a white lace cap, 
a man’s big hat and also golden beads 
and your earrings, they were like that, 
you could not recognize imitation from good stuff 
but real stuff doesn’t wear away, 
we then had underpants with lace, 
yeah, yeah, that’s how it was in my times (bis).

 
En as ge op leeftijd wart gekomme 
Um an’t scharrele te gaon, 
gonge we mee heel klochtjes nor de kermis 
um mee jongens mee te gaon, 
we kochten ’n buileke oliebolle 
en stiekem worden ‘r gevrijd 
mèr vur d’n donkere ware we binne, 
ja ja, zo waar’t in mijnen tijd (bis). 
 

And when you had come of age 
to go out and try to date 
we went with the whole bunch provocatively to the fair 
in order to be around the boys, 
we would buy a bag of ‘oliebollen’ (balls of bread) 
sometimes, there was some furtive kissing, 
but before dark we were back home again, 
yea, yea, that’s how it was in my times (bis). 

En as oewen trouwdag was gekomme 
Al mee ne pronte jonge boer, 
Dan waar’t potverdorie fiste, 
Dan gonge de beentjes van de vloer, 
We aten boere ham en krentemikke 
En ’n potje bier dan ook op tijd, 
En we moesse hosse bij de monika, 
Ja ja, zo waar’t in mijnen tijd (bis). 
 

And when your wedding day had come 
already with a proud young farmer 
then there was dam’ good partying, 
and the legs raised dancing from the floor, 
we ate peasant ham and currant porridge 
and a pint of beer in due course, 
and we had to dance at the sound of the harmonica 
yea, yea, that’s how it was in my times (bis). 

En as ‘t vèèreke geslacht wier 
Zo half november ongeveer, 
Unne kanjaart van tweehonderd kilo 
Op de vurstal op de leer, 
De hamme gingen in de pekel, 
We makte zult en balkenbrei, 
De kerremenei die kreeg d’n deken 
Ja ja, zo waar’t in mijnen tijd (bis). 
 

And when the pig was slaughtered, 
around the half of November, 
a big one of two hundred kilos 
on the fore-stable on the ladder,   
the hams were salted, 
we made brawn and sausage, 
the pork cutlet got a blanket 
yea, yea, that’s how it was in my times (bis). 

Mèr och, de tije zijn veranderd 
Gin kante muts is mir te zien, 
Ginne fallie en gin gaauwe krale 
Ginne lange rok op pelderien, 
’t is hotpens, Dior producten, 
Parijse mode, de nijen tijd, 
Mer ’t is er nie beter mee geworre, 
Geef mij mer diejen aauwen tijd (bis). 
 

But oh, these times have changed 
no laced caps can be seen now 
no man’s big hat and no golden beads 
no long skirt or short shoulder coat, 
now it is ‘hot pants’ and Dior products, 
Parisian fashion, new times, 
but it did not get better, 
I prefer those old times (bis). 

 
 
(oliebollen: balls of bread sold at fairs in The Netherlands. They are also sold in the streets during the Christmas holiday 
in temporary tents decorated as an old-fashioned kitchen.) 
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 Pau was not only a talented performer of the streets but also a professional 
carpenter.  
 

“He might have chosen for another profession, but because from the side of my 
mother’s family we belonged to carpenters, the family had to go and work there [at the 
carpenter factory in Waalre]. He then went to the technical school in Eindhoven and he 
learned the profession well. He even learned to work with dangerous machines, with 
which many people had horrible accidents in their hands. Once he said: Yes, I drink 
sometimes, but at least I can say that all my fingers are still in their place.”  

 
 

And as a proof of his skills as carpenter, the woodwork at the Evoluon building in 
Eindhoven is still standing. Coba remembers, while looking proudly at a picture of him 
dressed as a beggar:  

 
Our Pau was dressed as a beggar because he participated in a theatrical representation of Saint 

Martin’s guild. There was a time when we had our pa and our Pau living together with us [referring to 
herself and her husband Jo Lavrijsen]. And to have them together at home … that was more than enough! 
But they got along pretty well together. Our Pau was always cheerful; he had a nice character as well. And 
he was always interested in everything that had to do with old cameras and with photography … […] he 
collected with great pleasure everything about it. Besides, he was not boring, no … when he became sixty 
five years old he said: ‘Now I want to stand on my own feet. I don’t want to be a burden for anybody … but 
yet he found it a hard thing to do. Then he moved to the bungalows that belonged to the old people’s home. 

 
 By now our Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie has acquired a voice. One that 

tells us stories about Waalre, about becoming grey, about salesmen and other daily life 
jobs, but that also sings cheerfully to our ears, even from his older days, that it is by 
‘singing’ to others that ‘we become pretty’.  
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Killing the butterfly … or not   
 
 
We have met so far some of the different faces of our Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie. 
It is true, as many people know, that he had his ghosts to fight and that in order to do so 
he had always a drink at hand. Maybe he thought that from drinking one could become 
not only pretty, but that one could feel accompanied. Many would still call him today, 
pejoratively, the drunkard of Waalre. Some others, still not having any access to his voice 
of singularity, would conclude the same. Collectors have said from him that ‘one could 
take anything from him when he was drunk’ and more than one have actually done so. 
This tells more about the nature of some collectors, which would do literally anything for 
one more object. We have seen by now that there are collectors … and collectors. To 
collect and keep for oneself is the materialization of Fowle’s nightmare, to kill the 
butterfly in order to collect it. 356  
 Therefore, some of the visual heritage left by Jan Bijnen has been literally stolen 
by collectors, which shows again how the Bijnen collection is susceptible of many 
meanings. Others have traded the visual collection with Paul Bijnen for a drink, or so 
they might think. The unity of the body of Jan Bijnen’s visual heritage, vital as it still is, 
in fact keeps on spreading out with these actions. And accordingly, Pau Bijnen, our 
Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie, always wanted to set the butterfly free, to let it live in 
new contexts, and in this way, to install it in the collective memory. Fortunately, some of 
these collectors value their own collections and are, just like our Gentleman with the 
bachelor’s tie was, interested in sharing their collections in different contexts. This is the 
case of collectors like Jan Spoorenberg, Frans Huijbregts, Simon van Blokland, 
Haverkate, to name just a few. And of course it is as well the case of or our Gentleman 
with no tie, that we are about to meet in a few pages. Sadly, there are however, as always, 
some other collectors who have indeed just ‘killed the butterfly’.  
 
 

 

                                                 
356 Fowles, The collector. 
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Through these pages, like in reality, behind the objects there are always people 
and their stories. A name for instance, that used to be just a copyright stamp at the back 
of some prentbriefkaarten, has transformed into our Gentleman with a bachelor’s tie. 
The copyright stamp was not what one might have expected at first, namely a greedy 
collector, but the voice of a son who remembers his father lovingly and gathers his image 
legacy as a puzzle. To re-unite his legacy in order to re-member him, in order not to 
forget and let others forget. He never intended to collect and kill, but to collect and share 
with others. That is why he photographed most of his father’s collection of glass plates 
and related memorabilia, so that all those paper’s and glass plates with memory would 
have a chance of surviving even if they would eventually suffer from paper illnesses or 
break, as it happens with glass negatives. Some of the photographs and prentbriefkaarten 
of these pages have been on purpose not reproduced from the ‘original’ glass plates or 
prentbriefkaarten, but from the meta-collection of negatives that Paul Bijnen prepared for 
future generations. This is important because it shows as well the different phases of 
musealization of the images, to continue with the next phase, that is, the digital scanning 
of them to be able to reproduce them here. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

A young Pau Bijnen. Former page: Photograph by Jan Bijnen, that would be sent as an 
order to be printed as a prentbriefkaart. Next page: Ad van den Eeden, the Gentleman with 
no tie. 
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The Gentleman with no tie 

 
 
 

 
Ad van den Eeden, the gentleman of the former portrait, has no tie, neither in the 
photograph nor in daily life. But however tieless our gentleman might be, he does have a 
tie, that of friendship. In the last years of his life, Paul Bijnen and Ad van den Eeden 
became very close friends. Besides their handlebar moustache, these gentlemen share the 
fact that, each in his own way and with his own medium and resources, they are both 
collectors of images. Paul Bijnen collected himself by collecting his father’s images, and 
by so he collected Waalre’s identity as a result. Ad van den Eeden collects Waalre 357 as 
well by gathering the daily life images of Waalre for the rich archive of the TV Aalst -
Waalre journaal. 358 But we shall see that the sorts of prentbriefkaarten Ad van den 
Eeden collects are of a different kind. Moustache Video Productions is the local 
television network in Aalst-Waalre, and it is a project made possible by both Ad and his 
wife, Loes van de Eeden. They started in 1993, and since then, they take care of the TV-
newscast of most important events in Aalst and Waalre. 

The broadcast takes place every first Monday of the month and the transmission is 
repeated for twenty-four hours. The whole crew of volunteers of the Aalst -Waalre 
journal, works hours and extra hours to make it happen. And speaking about 
recontextualizing, the announcement to the Wolderse public that the broadcast is in the 
air, is … the calamity siren test that sounds in Waalre every first Monday of the month at 
noon, as it does all through the Netherlands. Next time it is Monday, and you hear the 
siren sounding wherever you are, do not forget to think of het Wolderse journal. If you 
are not in the neighborhood of the broadcast, you can always visit the website for some 

                                                 
357 Here we are referring to Waalre as the municipality, conformed both by Waalre and Aalst. 
358 Aalst and Waalre newscast. 
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extracts. 359 The program starts with a series of prentbriefkaarten that crowd up. But 
these prentbriefkaarten are symbolical ones, that instead of having the expected visual 
content, they have a video in place of a photograph. They are moments from the daily life 
of Waalre. Like any collector of images, our Gentleman with no tie is a lot in the streets, 
running after his images, pretty much in the same way Jan Bijnen had been through a 
larger territory years before him. But times have changed, and the medium has changed 
as well. What used to be a photographer on the bicycle has become a filmmaker on his 
self-adapted bus, because, in fact, our Gentleman with no tie is also an inventor. One of 
his successful inventions, for instance, was made for the Braderie 360 of Waalre on May 
2005. It was a device made with the material of the steer mechanism of a bicycle to be 
able to maneuver the camera vertically and horizontally without jumping and damaging 
the visual recording. He was particularly proud of his creation, which still works 
successfully.  

 His friend Pau always motivated him when he started filming, and he even 
actively helped him with some equipment. So far, he has built an important visual 
heritage not only of and for the Wolderse people, but that mirrors as well the Dutch 
national identity. Furthermore, it also mirrors the relation men in general can have with 
his memories in many other contexts. In this sense, it has stopped being local to become 
universal.  

 

 
 

 
Loes van den Eeden, interviewing the crew of the broadcast of Hoek van Holland 
for the Aalst en Waalre Journaal, who do a similar documenting work in their 
region. Behind the camera, Ad van de Eeden. 

                                                 
359 www.awjournaal.nl 
360 Fair organized every year in Waalre by the Saint Martinus Gilde Association. 
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Our Gentleman with no tie, Ad van den Eeden, filming at all times,  
even when posing. 
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Our Gentleman with no tie, is free and unconventional, and is always ready to 

film any significant event in the life of Waalre. If one needs to ‘re-member’ any event or 
period of the history of the village in particular, Ad van den Eeden is the man to visit. We 
would not exaggerate if we would say that he is now, together with his archive of images, 
what Jan Bijnen first was, and later Pau Bijnen were, namely, the memory of Waalre. His 
wife, Loes, tells us that ‘Ad does not want to travel too far away, because he always 
wants to be around in case there is some important event that has to be filmed.’ The fact 
is that they are both always busy in the production of the monthly newscast. And because 
there is no memory without a voice to tell the stories, Loes is the voice, while our 
Gentleman with no tie is ‘the eye’. She makes interviews and presents the news, though 
she is actively filming as well. Both of them are Moustache Productions, and their 
identity as a couple is therefore closely tied up with that of the film company. We can 
verify that in the lyrics of the song Mooi Man, adapted by their daughter Wieneke van 
den Eeden, to celebrate the couple’s fortieth wedding anniversary.  

 
 
 

 
 
Snor, as our Gentleman with no tie is also known, was also a motor racer. Later, he became 
main counselor of the Motor Sport Union. Here in a frozen moment from April 1978, in 
Helmond. 
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Mooi Man 361 
 
 
40 joar geleden, toen was t antwoord JA   40 years ago, the answer was YEAH 
dat goan we samen vieren, ja t is echt woar   that we’ll celebrate that’s for sure 
huisje, zwembad, motor, ze hebben t gelijk   house, swimming pool, motorcycle, they have it all  
zeker weten dat ze samen nu gelukkig zijn   They must be very happy together, we’re sure 

 
ja dat is mooi mooi mooi man    Yeah man, that is lovely  
we zingen nu gelijk in koor    we sing altogether   
mooi mooi mooi man     that is lovely man 
Adje keien leggen en ons Loesje op kantoor   Our Loesje in the office and Adje paving roads  

 
Ze gingen naar de races, met de caraVAN   They went to the races, with the caraVan 
Dat waren mooie tijden, dr zen ook foto’s van  those were great days, we have photos of them 
Elk weekend met z’n allen, plezier hoorde derbij  Every weekend together, it was fun 
Een pilsje in de bierentent en het weekend was voorbij A lager at the tent and the weekend was gone 
 
Ja dat is mooi mooi mooi man    Yeah man, that is lovely  
Gezelligheid da kent gin tijd    Cosiness is for all times 
Mooi mooi mooi man     Man, that is lovely  
Adje op de velo en ons Loesje d’r achteraan   Adje on the bike and our Loesje at the back 
 
Dr kwam een nieuwe hobby, dat werd de camera  A new hobby came, it was the camera 
Feesjes en partijen, alles liep hij na    Parties and celebrations, he checked it all 
Hij legde alles vast, op de video    He recorded everything, with the video camera 
Van een saaie party maakte hij een mooie show  from a boring party to a great show 
 
Ja dat is mooi mooi mooi man    Yeah man, that is lovely  
Zijn hobby werd een groot succes    his hobby became a big success 
Mooi mooi mooi man     Man, that is lovely. 
Van video naar DVD me schôn muziek d’rbij  From video to DVD, with nice music in it 
 
Ook Loesje heeft een hobby, dinsdags vaste prik  Loesje also has a hobby, every Tuesday for sure  
’s avonds lekker kienen,  met de grootste schik  bingo in the evening, she’s very happy there  
Kopen op de mert en een gokje bij de Loop   buying on the market and the betting by the Loop 
Gezellig lekker winkelen t is een ware soap   Going shopping with her, it is a true soap 
 
ja dat is mooi mooi mooi man    Yeah man, that is lovely  
we wensen jullie veel geluk    we wish you all the best 
mooi mooi mooi man     Man, that is lovely  
we toasten nu op Ad en Loes                                                      we drink a toast to Ad and Loes,  
de avond kan niet stuk (3X)                                                        the evening can’t go wrong  

 
 
 

                                                 
361 Song by Dutch group ‘Mannekoor Karrespoor’. Pop music in Dutch dialect with lyrics adapted by 
Wieneke van den Eeden, one of the two daughters of the Eedens. My translation, in cooperation with Bert 
Baselmans. 
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In the previous photograph, we see both friends armed with their moustaches and 

ready for the road. Together in the motorcycle, Ad van den Eeden and Paul Bijnen would 
go to the Carnival, the Braderie, or to any important community celebration on the streets 
of Waalre. This vehicle was very handy, particularly when Paul became older and sick. If 
it would not have been for this vehicle and for his friend, he could not have enjoyed the 
life on the streets anymore. “We were so close”, says Ad van den Eeden, “that even Loes 
asked me once if she was married to me or to Paul Bijnen.” This friendship would remain 
strong, even, or better said, especially when Paul Bijnen moved into a nursing home. Ad 
would take care of him; do ‘the weekly shopping’ and other daily matters of the sort. And 
even later, as we shall see, Ad would keep on taking care of his friend.  

In a report, written a year before Paul Bijnen’s death, we confirm that the bond 
between the two friends was like that of family. It is the outline written by the Care 
Coordinator at Hoevenakkers about the family meeting that had taken place to discuss 
whether Paul Bijnen would move to a nursing home. The space in the room and the use 
of alcohol of our Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie were also a concern. In relation to the 
use of the space, two chairs were removed, and in relation to the alcohol “Mr. Bijnen 
considered it was not so bad at all, and that he did not really drink that much.” “However, 
his sisters knew better,” we read further in the report, and they “advised him to reduce his 
alcohol consumption for the sake of his health and in order to be able to continue living at 
the Hoevenakkers in Waalre.” They agreed that Peter van Gerwen (another friend present 
at the meeting) would talk to Ad van den Eeden over the purchase of alcoholic drinks, as 
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he was the man in charge of ‘the shopping’. In the context of his last years at 
Hoevenakkers, the song Aauwe Peer, often performed by Paul Bijnen, becomes a bitter 
sweet performance in our minds. Sadly, a song about growing old and feeling alone, is 
one that tells the story of our Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie. 362 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
  

Plisie Pau in detail, in his golden role of Plisie van 
De Keien, having a drink and winking to us. 

                                                 
362 Comité Monument Pau Bijnen, Herinneringen aan Pau Bijnen, 30. My translation from the Dutch. 



Aauwe Peer 363 
 
 
 

As ge tachentig bent geworre   When you have become eighty 
En ge bent nog mer alleen,    And you are still alone, 
As geo ewe rug begint te krake   When your old back starts to crack 
En ge bent vort slecht ter been,   And you are in bad shape, 
As oew tanden uit gon valle   When your teeth start to fall 
En oewen ojjem die wordt kort,   And you are short of breath, 
Dan ben-de an’t verslijte,    Then you are wearing away, 
Dan vuulde dé ge aauwer wordt.   Then you feel you’re getting old. 
 
As ik soaves bij de kachel zit,   When I sit by the stove at night, 
Zit te leze, al in de krant,    Sitting and reading the newspapers, 
Mee unnen bril vur m’n oge   With glasses on my eyes 
En mee bibberende hand,    And my trembling hand, 
As ge miks mir kant onthaauwe   When you can’t remember anything  
Ook al is ‘t nog zu kort,    Even from not long ago, 
Dan ben-de an’t verslijte,    Then you are wearing away, 
Dan vuulde dé ge aauwer wordt.   Then you feel you’re getting old. 
 
As ge in de herremunnie van Woldere  When you have never played  
Nog oit meegeblaozen het,    In the brass band of Waalre, 
Onder Abbeele’s directeurschap   Under the direction of Abbeele 
En ik blaosde clarinet,    And I played the clarinet, 
As ge mee de Guld mee teerde   When you drank at the Guild 
O d’n dag van Willibrord,    On the day of Saint Willibrord, 
Mer wa is dé lang geleje,    But that is so long ago 
Dan vuulde dé ge aauwer wordt.   Then you feel you’re getting old. 
 
As ge Hellemuzze nog gekend het   When you have met Hellemuze 
Oh, diejen tijd die kunt noit weer,   Oh, that time cannot come back 
Unne veldwachter op hoge klompe   A forester on high clogs  
En ’n broek van Turks leer.   And pants of Turkish leather. 
‘s Zondags ginge we mutje steke   On Sunday we went to play mutje steke 364 
dé waar potdomme sport,    That was a darned sport,    
mer wa is dé lang geleje    But that is so long ago 
dan vuulde dé ge aauwer wordt.   Then you feel you’re getting old. 
 
As ge vruuger nor de meid gongt,   Before, when you went to see your girl 
Vree-de niet nor hartelust,    you didn’t get to make love  
Want ‘t duurde oit ‘n hil lutske   Because it used to last a while 
Vur dé ge ze is had gekust.   Before you could have kissed her.  
Lange rokke, zwarte kouse,   Long skirts, black blouse, 
Nou is allemol veuls te kort,   Now everything is all too short, 
Dé kumt, ge bent nou an’t verslijte,   That is because you are wearing away, 
Dan vuulde dé ge aauwer wordt.   Then you feel you’re getting old 

                                                 
363 Song in Dutch Brabant dialect. My translation in cooperation with Bert Baselmans. 
364 ‘Dimple in the sand’ game. All players had to throw a cent in the dimple. It resembles the game of 
shooting marbles. 



When memory dies 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Our Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie left with his century. He died on February 
2, 1999 in Waalre, at the age of seventy-nine. His death is not only the loss of his family, 
nor only that of his friends, and not even only that of his dear friend Ad. With our 
Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie died also a significant part of the memory of Waalre. 
Certainly, any person from his generation implies the same loss, but in the specific case 
of Paul Bijnen, Waalre’s memory suffered a big blow, as he was not just its memory, but 
the voice that sang and told stories to keep it alive. This storyteller was never silent, he 
was always busy recreating the past and updating it, re-membering stories at the hand of a 
film, or a photograph. Like the film of the Liberation from the Germans on May 5, 
broadcasted in commemoration on the same date in 2005, which was a film recording of 
him remembering the event aloud. His story telling around this historical film reminds us 
of the silent films that provided an image but needed a voice. Our Gentleman with the 
bachelor’s tie was that voice.  

Many people came to his funeral to pay their respects. The community of Waalre 
organized an association to make a monument to the ‘legendary Pau Bijnen’. 365 The list 
of the companies, associations, and private donors who contributed financially to the 
construction of the monument, show how popular he was when he died. They go from a 
                                                 
365 Comité Monument Pau Bijnen, Herinneringen aan Pau Bijnen, 30. My translation from the Dutch. This 
Comité was formed by: Harry Peeters, (also a close friend of Paul Bijnen), Evert Meijs, (author of Aalst en 
Waalre zoals het vroeger was), Jo Verkuylen, Jan Cornelissen, Mia Lijten-Hertogs, Huub Speulman, Thieu 
Verstappen and Jan van Zon. Co-workers to this committee were “many real good friends of Pau Bijnen”. 
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liquor store, to a bank or a building company. Many private donors contributed as well, 
‘even those who had forgotten him while he most needed them’, say his friends Ad and 
Loes van den Eeden. No doubt that meanings may change over time, and sometimes even 
over night. For some he was not more than a drunk old man, for others he was a loving 
and loved friend, for other he was memory, and we read that short after his death he was 
called de laatste dorpsmens van Woldere by the  newspaper Eindhovens Dagblad, ‘the 
last villageman of Waalre’. 366 

The Comité Monument Pau Bijnen was formed to have his monument done, and 
they commissioned Jac van Someren, a sculptor from Waalre, to do the job. The legend 
unne Wolderse mens under the monument illustrates how our Gentleman of the 
bachelor’s tie is not only himself, as Pau Bijnen, but also carries on his shoulders the 
identity of every man in Waalre. In the invitation to participate in the sponsoring of the  
monument we read that ‘the Comité Monument Pau Bijnen has been found to raise funds 
to build a bust in memory of unne Wolderse mens’. 367 ‘Before he died, Pau Bijnen was 
already a legend’,368 and even though it has been considered that ‘Pau Bijnen was the 
heritage of Waalre’, 369 nonetheless, the monument is not only meant for [him]. [The bust 
is intended as] a gratitude gesture to the Wolderse mens of the past century, who put 
themselves into service for the community’. And [Pau Bijnen] ‘was just that, a Wolderse 
mens to his fingertips, strongly and actively commited to the community, to whom a call 
for help was never in vain. But there are more like him. If somebody can say “my 
grandfather was also such a man”, 370 then the sculpture is also meant for this 
grandfather’. 371  

But the meanings of this sculpture do not end with Pau, nor with Waalre. Peeters 
compared the bust with the sculpture of the Contente Mens, or Contented Man, in Eersel. 
Refering to Pau Bijnen’s bust he said that it was to become the Wolderse Contente mens. 
The reason to have chosen our Gentleman of the bachelor’s tie as a model had also to do 
with the demarcation of the end of an era in Waalre, the Bijnen era, that started in 1450 
and that ended with Pau’s death, as he was the only son of Jan Bijnen. This is, of course, 
in the traditional sense of a male line, as this era does continue in the feminine line of the 
Bijnen family. The location of the sculpture is also not free of meanings. Not only was 
Hoevenakkers, at Mgr. Bannenberglaan, the place were Pau spend his last thirteen years, 
but it was also a place that fulfilled the need of the Comité to have Pau where he could be 
looked in the eye. 

As expected, his friend Ad van den Eeden also paid homage to his friend when he 
died. He disappeared from the streets for hours, while everybody wondered over his 
whereabouts. At night, he came out of Moustache Production’s studio with a video he 
had prepared with images of his friend. His friend was gone, but he still had his images 
and his voice. In that video we can still see Paul Bijnen and Ad van den Eeden riding 
triumphantly during a village feast in their motorcycle. We also see images of an 
                                                 
366 Meijs, E., ‘Comité werkt aan realisering borstbeeld. Nog dit jaar een monument voor Pau Bijnen’ 
(Waalre: De Schakel, 1999) 13. 
367 Donation letter from the Comité Monument Pau Bijnen, Waalre, 10 May 1999. 
368 Harry Peeters in: C. Lagendijk, ‘Onthulling monument unne Wolderse mens’ (Waalre: De Schakel, 
1999) 1. 
369 Meijs, ‘Comité werkt aan realisering borstbeeld’, 13. 
370 Lagendijk, ibidem. 
371 Lagendijk, ibidem. 
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important day in the life of our Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie, when the Mayor gave 
him an award, while he is congratulated and recognized by the community. In summary, 
a celebration of Paul Bijnen through the ‘postas’ of his life and of their friendship.  
 
 
 

 
 

Paul Bijnen receiving an award from the Mayor 
 
 
 

In remembrance of our Gentleman with the bachelor’s bow tie’s favorite roles, 
‘Paulinco” or ‘Charles Chaplin’ perhaps, a sad song about a clown, the cheerful and 
tragic figure par excellence, sounds through the whole video. The joyful storyteller was 
gone, and with him, Waalre had lost his voice of memory. Many refer to him just as an 
entertainer, as if referring with disdain to an unimportant role, but every time he enacted 
his role he connected with significant moments in the collective memory. And every 
society needs always a man who dares to be the one who “injects elements of comedy 
and caricature into the most sacred and mysterious of rituals.” 372 We wrap up in jokes 
what we do not dare to say overtly. The mask allows the entertainer to say what others 
cannot say and do what others would not even dream of doing. In his tunes, the truth does 

                                                 
372 Steele, 1000 Clowns more or less, 8. 
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not hurt as much. He will carry upon his shoulders the task of staying away from the 
norm, maybe just to confirm the norm by opposition. A man who makes us laugh, but 
that might be sad behind the happy mask. A man who ‘sings to become pretty’. By means 
of his lighthearted song, he shows us how serious laughter is, and he guides us to reflect 
upon what lies behind the joke. In the same way, we can then attempt a glance at the man 
behind the make up. Through his amusing storytelling, he gives others the gift of humor 
and a healthy laugh, though everybody knows that when the mask is gone, the laughter is 
gone as well. The public?  It mostly never stays long enough to discover the man behind 
the actor. 

The video of our Gentleman with no tie in homage to his friend was shown in a 
big hall at night and in it their special tie of friendship was honored in many ways. But 
this friendship was also acknowledged by the community, as shown for example when 
the priest changed the ritual and allowed our Gentleman with no tie to publicly bless the 
coffin of his friend, in a gesture of goodbye. Such unconventional Gentlemen, with such a 
strong tie of friendship, seemed to have deserved an unconventional ritual of farewell. 
And the video itself works in many directions. It worked as a memory, backwards, to the 
good memories together. But it also worked as present during the burial of Pau Bijnen, 
documenting the ritual of farewell. It was, as well, the last image our Gentleman with no 
tie could get of his friend. Furthermore, the video works also as the personal lieu de 
memoir of Ad van den Eeden. 

When the commission for the monument was finally finished, van Someren got to 
hear that the sculpture had been rejected. It “made Pau look as if he was a beggar”, and 
that was not the image they wanted to promote of him. This is an excellent illustration of 
how we can still pose after our death. It might not be the way we would like to pose, but 
it will be the way others will want us to pose for posterity. It shows as well how any 
representation, in this case a three dimensional image, is not free of associations and 
meanings from the context where it appears. But what actually happened to this rejected 
sculpture is also interesting from the point of view of the sculpture’s trajectory and of its 
function as a container of other people’s meanings. The rejected sculpture of Paul Bijnen 
was finally given as a gift to his friend Ad van den Eeden, who gladly accepted it. It has 
been in display in his garden since then, right outside his studio. Van Someren lives next 
door, so he can always come and visit Pau there, at the Eeden’s garden.   

After this rejected sculpture came another one. This was finally accepted by the 
Committee Monument Pau Bijnen and therefore placed on November 7 as a monument to 
Paul Bijnen and the Walrenaren in the garden in front of the last address where he lived, 
the nursing home Hoevenakkers. The bust was officially revealed at noon by one of the 
members of the Bijnen family. The Juliana harmony was present, as well as the two 
guilds from Waalre De Keien, Saint Martinus Gilde and the Vereniging voor de Jeugd, 
where he actively participated. 373As president of the Comité, Pau’s friend Harrie Peeters 
remembered aloud some of the memories of our Gentleman of the bachelor’s tie because 
as we know, “memory, to function properly, needs a continual practice: memories vanish 
if we stop evoking them once and again in the conversations with friends”. 374 His words 
gave life to the image of Pau in the café at the marketplace during the fair, buying tickets 
for the carousel that he would later hand out joyfully to the young. He told how Pau knew 
                                                 
373 Lagendijk, ‘Onthulling monument’ (Waalre: De Schakel, 1999) 1. 
374 See Note 105. 
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everything about past times, confirming the role of our Gentleman of the bachelor’s tie as 
the memory and voice of Waalre. That is maybe one of the reasons why ‘people like Pau 
are indispensable for a village. They make of a village what it is’. He also remembered 
how his team actors of the theater society De Fakkel fell into despair when Pau would 
suddenly decide to improvise, but our Wolderse Gentleman was also remembered as 
being ‘simple and friendly like a village man. He possessed nothing and yet he had 
everything’. 375 

Like any other monument, because of its materiality, it needs maintenance, and so 
the committee made the appointment to take care of the sculpture regularly. Appointment 
that was never kept. On one hand, there is the patina of time on the bronze, and on 
another, there is the patina of pigeon shit, as his friend Ad van den Eeden complained: 
“Nobody cleans it up, and after a while it is all full with pigeon’s shit. So that is why I go 
there regularly to clean it, whenever there is good weather I take a bucket, a sponge and 
some soap and I get into my car. I borrow some water from the people there and I give 
Pau a shower, just like in the old days at the nursing home.” This sculpture is actually the 
place to remember Pau Bijnen, and maybe that is why it took me a while before I finally 
visited the graveyard where he is buried in the family grave. I spent hours looking for it 
but I could never found it, so I asked Coba and Jo for the exact location. I was told it was 
at the right side, passing the grave of the Dutch author Anton Coolen. So I went again, 
but once again I did not find it. I asked the Eedens then, and they directed me towards the 
right side of the graveyard as well. But I still could not found it. The Edens, intrigued by 
the fact that I could not find it, went there themselves, and their search was also 
unsuccessful. But Ad van den Eeden has his own places to ‘visit’ his friend, and his own 
ritual of prayer, as we shall see.  

  

     
 
Rejected sculpture of Paul Bijnen. 
Next page: The accepted sculpture,  
now at Hoevenakkers.  

                                                 
375 Harrie Peeters in: Lagendijk, ‘Onthulling monument’, 1. 
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Ad van den Eeden ‘giving a shower’ to Paul Bijnen.  

Ad’s own display at one of the inside doors of the Studio. 
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 In the former pictures we find Ad van den Eeden ‘giving a shower’ to Paul 
Bijnen. It is an eloquent example of the cleansing and regenerative properties of the bath. 
This is just one of a series of five photographs that are hanging on Ad van den Eeden’s 
film studio. The studio is, as expected, crowded with all the equipment a film studio 
needs. However, in all the left space the walls are dedicated to important presences for 
him. It is not surprising then to find one wall dedicated to his friend Paul Bijnen, by the 
right side of the busy activity calendar of Moustache Productions. It is a sort of private 
‘altar’ that reflects his own identity, as they are all photographs and presences that talk to 
Ad van den Eeden about his own stories with the portrayed people. Therefore, we find a 
couple of old photographs of the studio as well, and the photograph of a piece of floor 
that was made by a friend, commemorating Moustache Video Productions. 376  
 
 
 

 

                                                 
376 In the process of this investigation, the studio has been reorganized and with it the altar wall. The 
photographs of Paul Bijnen remain a part of it, together with some old of the studio. New photographs of 
the studio have appeared and it acquired a black background. The Charles Chaplin photograph has been 
taken out of the frame when Ad van den Eeden asked me to scan it for him so he could send a copy to a 
friend. Both photographs, the ‘original’ and the copy, have stayed, although they have not been hanged yet. 
When asked why he had not put all the photographs back, he responded that “it is a living display, and it is 
done in my spare time, which I rarely have, as you very well know.” The ‘award’ on yellow paper we see at 
the upper right hand side is a symbolical one given by his friends, although on april 28, Ad was officially 
given a royal decoration for his work as ‘visual memory of Waalre’ in the form of his Aalst en Waalre 
Journaal. 
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Paul Bijnen as Charles Chaplin at Ad van den Eeden’s ‘altar’,  
minutes before the altar was cleaned up to ‘pose’ for the photograph. 
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 This altar at the Eeden’s studio conjures memories with memorabilia about our 
Gentleman with no tie and his friend Paul Bijnen. In 1990, when Pau was appointed the 
Beste Bonte Brabander, he got the ribbon we see depicted here, to acknowledge the 
nomination. Later it was given personally, as a present to his friend Ad, together with a 
photograph of him dressed as Charles Chaplin. There is also a framed announcement of 
the birth of his grandson, as well as many tapes and daily used objects at the studio. In 
one of the photographs, we see Ad van den Eeden ‘cleaning it up’ for the photograph. 
After his ‘cleaning up’, many objects disappeared, mainly those functional objects of the 
film studio. Only the emotionally charged objects remained. Right at the center, 
embraced by a circle made by the Beste Bonte Brabander band, we see the two friends in 
a photo. Illustrative of how symbolical representations are very much alive, Ad van den 
Eeden is talking to Paul Bijnen, who is only symbolically present, represented here by a 
scale model of the ‘accepted’ sculpture. And his friend is taking him for a ride. Under 
that photograph we read: As ‘duo’ with Ad v.d. Eeden, his mate and confident, especially 
during the difficult last years.” 377 

 
 
 

 

 
 

                                                 
377 Als ‘duo’ met Ad van den Eeden. Zijn maat en toeverlaat, maar voraal, de laatste kwade jaren. My 
translation from the Dutch. 



 361

 
 
 
 But this ‘altar’ has more memorabilia. We see there is a scale model of the 
sculpture-monument of Paul Bijnen. It does not have the only function of portraying him 
but it is used as a bell. For awakening beloved presences perhaps? And it is right here, at 
the ‘altar’ of our Gentleman with no tie, that we are going back to our mysterious 
gentleman from pages before. 378 We have met his photograph, but we knew nothing 
about the man portrayed in it, carrying an old camera and playing with his moustache. 
But he is not an unknown man, as we have already met him: Paul Bijnen, our Gentleman 
with the bachelor’s tie. That his clothes do not correspond to his time is something we 
know by now. We also know that this photograph of our Gentleman with the bachelor’s 
tie was made when he was making a characterization of his father, paying homage to 
him. Moreover, when we get to know that the camera was actually Jan Bijnen’s camera, 
and that he was not making just any characterization, but that he intended to make a 
theatrical representation of his father, the photograph acquires a new meaning.  

Furthermore, this photograph has its biographical stages as well. It was taken on 
one of the occasions when Paul Bijnen would go into the streets dressed as ‘Jantje 
Bijnen’. Later, one of the friends of Ad van den Eeden, who gave it to him as a present 
after his friend died, retouched it. This is in a way not just a photograph of Paul Bijnen, 
but a photograph of Jan Bijnen as well, who is symbolically present. An extraordinary 
photograph where two men who are gone, come back to life. I do not know anymore 
whether to say that it is a photograph of Paul Bijnen, our Gentleman with the bachelor’s 
tie, or of Jan Bijnen, our Gentleman with the bow-tie. Perhaps we should just say it is a 
portrait of both. Or a portrait of a man, Unne Wolderse mens. Or the portrait of memory. 

                                                 
378 See photographs on page 50 and 362. 
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Pau Bijnen ‘as “duo” with Ad v.d. Eeden, his mate and confident, especially 
during the difficult last years.’ Photograph taken at the Willibrorduslaan, in 
fron of Ad’s house. Behind, on Number 60, the house of the sculpture’s 
maker, Jac van Someren. It is now for sale as he is moving into a nursing 
home. 
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A toast at the Eedens’ garden 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Going back to the party at the ‘Eedens place’, not to be confused with the Eden’s garden, 
as reverend van Beers from Waalre once playfully called it, we will meet our Gentleman 
with the bachelor’s tie again. As already said before, it was the anniversary of the Eedens 
in the summer of 2005. Henceforth, and according to the function of such a ritual 
celebration of a couple’s identity, there was a kaleidoscopic presentation of the world of 
their affections. It was done, not surprisingly, in the form of a DVD that the Baselmans, 
Marga, Bert, and their daughter Linda (all of them crew of Moustache Productions) 
prepared as a surprise for the party. Every friend and family of the couple was invited to 
put their congratulations in the DVD, behind a frame, as a metaphor of characters from a 
photograph that became alive to talk to the couple for a moment. The couple got first 
what seemed as an empty frame, nicely wrapped, as a present should be. One empty 
frame that, in the course of the evening, would become everything but empty. 
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 In a party mood, the Eedens daughters, together with one of the guests, 
improvised a surprise that left our Gentleman with no tie speechless for a moment. A 
guest from Groningen made an improvised imitation of our Gentleman with the 
bachelor’s tie. His character needed a gentleman’s hat, a drink, and, of course, a 
moustache, which was improvised from a broom by one of the Eedens daughters, Cathy 
van den Eeden. Trying to imitate the Wolderse dialect, he succeeded in imitating Pau 
Bijnen … ‘in perfect Grönns’, 379 said Loes. He proceeded to toast and congratulate the 
couple, and when Ad finally got out of his surprise, he instructed the imitator on the last 
details of his character, among which was the fact that the toast should be done holding 
the drink with both hands, because ‘that is Pau’s way’. ‘Our Gentleman with the 
bachelor’s tie’ kissed the couple goodbye and left the party. The guest went back to being 
himself. 

                                                 
379 Grönns is the term used in vernacular speech to refer to the dialect from Groningen.  
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 But the party was far from over. At the ‘Eedens place’, right after the sunset, the 
white cloth above the pool that our Gentleman with no tie had built himself transformed 
into a film screen. And the magic started. To their delight and surprise, dear presences of 
the Eedens started to appear, one after another, like from a memory device. There were 
stories told, in between felicitations, as well as music. Their grandsons and daughters 
congratulated their grandparents; Dimitri van Toren 380 sang a song for his friends, even 

                                                 
380 Dutch troubadour Jan Dimitri van Toren was born in Breda in 1940. He had his first break through with 
his song Hé Komaan and later for Een Liedje voor kinderen, a sort of protest song (www.popinstituut.nl). 
He has a big Dutch-spoken repertoire (20 LP’s). For a complete discography, see www.dimitrivantoren.nl. 
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Fats Domino, 381 an old friend of the couple, sent his congratulations all the way from 
New Orleans. And it went on and on, friends and family kept on sending regards, 
compliments, laughs. But other friends, those who had left, came back to the party 
through the film, and one of these friends was, of course, our Gentleman with the 
bachelor’s tie. As mentioned before, he had already been present also in other ways, like 
in a video shot of Van Someren, who covered ‘Pau’ with flowers in honour of the 
celebrated couple. And he was here indeed, our Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie 
himself in the film, telling stories and of course, drinking a toast to his friends. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
381 The Eedens are friends of the American rock-and-roll, rhythm & blues musician Fats (Antoine) Domino, 
and they even considered visiting him to celebrate their anniversary instead of throwing the party. He was 
born in New Orleans, Louisiana, USA, on February 26, 1928, and he is an enthusiastic promoter of the 
New Orleans rhythm & blues style. His first LP, “The Fat Man”, from where he got his nickname, is 
considered by many the first rock-and-roll record. Not surprisingly, the Eedens danced at the Eedens 
garden to the rhythm of Blueberry Hill and Whiskey Heaven, Ad’s favorite numbers by Fats Domino. They 
are frequently used as a signature to his montages. In the family circle of the Eedens, everybody knows the 
lyrics by heart, which they sing along at any opportunity. With a little bit of luck and a party mood, we will 
witness the Eedens dancing as well, at the voice and rhythm of their American friend. 
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A ‘plaque mobile’ 
 
 
As a collector of images, Jan Bijnen clearly had an impact on the identities of Waalre, of 
the Kempen region, of the North Brabant province, and therefore of the national identity. 
Also as a collector of images, but those of his father, Paul Bijnen has become an 
important stage in the uniting and preservation of this cultural heritage, not to mention 
the reaffirmation of the family’s identity. Ad van den Eeden, a collector of images as 
well, contributes to this construction of the body of Dutch visual heritage through his 
gathering of daily life moments. After having accessed the voice of singularity of this 
photograph, we are then in the position of going back to the beginning of these pages and 
start looking again at the photographs, with the eyes that this voice of singularity provide. 
We might be surprised and find any of our neck tied gentlemen in them, either in front or 
behind the camera. 
 The story of the following series of photographs brings on the quest of movement 
that has frustrated many photographers that yearned for that voice of singularity of the 
sitters so difficult to achieve without movement. Not only photographers though, but also 
viewers of photography, like Barthes himself, when he wrote that he was in search for 
that one gesture he remembered of his mother that he could not find but in The Winter 
Garden photograph. Perhaps another medium, film, might have fulfilled his quest better. 
After all, more gestures offer more possibilities than a single one. And even though 
photography has kept its own place after the invention of film, it is not for nothing that 
photographs have evolved into film. 

Although film has one nature and photography has another, they also have things 
in common. As Dick Raaijmakkers has put it, “each transformation of a spatial world into 
flat, […] is carried out according to a three-stage ‘hierarchy’. The first stage is, of course, 
the first world, the second is the technical image carrier and technical recording device, 
[photographs, film] while the third stage is the observer who reads the images of the 
second stage –the media”. 382 If we would use a device to project the photographs onto a 
film screen in rapid movement, one cold look at all the photographs as a film or 
animation. The reading of the photographs has to be done by the gestalt provided by the 
sequence of images and not by the reading of just one isolated image. Because the viewer 
is not moving, we can speak of a plaque mobile. By means of a certain device, the images 
move, while we stay still, watching. 383 However, it is not a faithful reproduction of the 
movement in the ‘first world’, as for that we would need the same speed as in the ‘first 
world’. Nonetheless, it guarantees a movement. 

The following sequence is then placed as if it was a plaque mobile. There is no 
device to move the images at any speed. Nevertheless, when we pass them rapidly one 
                                                 
382 Raaijmakers, Cahier-M,  59. 
383 This was called chronophotographie sur plaque mobile by Etienne-Jules Marey in his book Le 
Mouvement (1894). In Raaijmakers we read that it ‘is about a time-based carrier that moves, while the 
observer does not, this [being] the fundamental difference between plate-like disk and string-like tape. A 
tape means that the information is successively or chronologically segmented into small portions of an 
equal amount of independent pictures. Reading those images is therefore carried out in a serial –usually 
chronological –fashion. The latter is usually true, because each picture has a fixed place on this moving 
carrier. If the sequence of the images is ‘played back’ in the same direction, this projection method is 
clearly the predecessor of moving pictures as we know them”. Raaijmakers, ibidem, 62 
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after another we will be using the pages as the ‘device’. The faster the speed, the better 
we can see the movement of the sequence of photographs. It must be clarified though, 
that this was not the intention of photographer Ben Meulman when he made them. Paul 
Bijnen was visiting him one night, and he took his camera and started shooting, at a more 
or less regular speed. This is a resource used by many photographers in order to have a 
number of possibilities from which to choose the one they will eventually print. Later, he 
explained that he actually wanted to print not just one photograph, but a sequence, 
because “you can recognise Pau Bijnen much better in the sequence”, he kept telling me. 
With it he probably meant that one photograph did not make justice to the recreation of 
Paul Bijnen’s moves and gestures at the time, which he considered to be ‘typical Pau’.  
 Hans Daris, the owner of the Wolderse Wever, the café-bar at the square in 
Waalre, had been interested in Meulman’s photographs already for a while, 384 but they 
had never been printed. Already for some time, Hans has had an interest on displaying on 
the walls of the Wolderse Wever, photographs of the old times of Waalre, but they could 
never agree on the price and the images remained as negatives. Besides wanting to have a 
display of the past, another reason why Hans was interested in these photographs in 
particular was that Paul Bijnen was a regular client at his establishment, and many people 
met him there. It is, however, not just the portrait of a loyal client, though, as Hans is 
very much aware of Paul Bijnen as the personification of the Wolderse memory. Ben 
Meulman and I made an agreement so that these images would appear here, and I got the 
negatives. In order to see them I made a digital copy and I sent them back. I ended up 
with a sequence of twelve images. At a later stage, inspired by the research I was making, 
Ben made finally a selection and a print of the negatives. He was making a high quality 
print of ‘the sequence’ to sell it to Hans and I asked if I could scan them before they were 
framed so that I could have a good print of them in case I decided to use any for these 
pages. I could.  

The selection of Meulman, however, was also permeated by other criteria, 
namely, the social one. With this we are taken back to the reflection of ‘the pose’ we 
made earlier in these pages on account of portraiture and photography. It is not in relation 
to Paul Bijnen, as he appears unconcerned having a cup of coffee and a cigarette. It was 
late at night, and they had been drinking and sharing stories. Paul was caught not-
‘posing’. Or at least he was not posing with all the social conventions of soberness. ‘The 
pose’ appeared when Meulman, before taking the framed prints to Hans, asked for Coba 
and Jo’s approval of his photographic selection. He was afraid they might dissaprove of 
the images in their entirety because this is, after all, a sequence of a drinking moment 
together. But Coba and Jo found that Paul appeared elegant in the photographs, so they 
did not object. The framed sequence was then socially approved, and it went thereafter to 
the Wolderse Wever, where it is now proudly in display behind the billiard table. Coba 
and Jo have already paid an ‘official visit’ to it.  

The selection of the following flip-book animation is, however, not Meulman’s, 
nor the one of the scanned prints I made of Hans’ photographs. They are my own 
selection from the twelve initial negatives. One of the parameters I took into account was 
the sharpness of the image, so that each image of the sequence could be viewed 
independently. Therefore, I have skipped some blurred images. Nevertheless, the main 
parameter has been the possibility of movement given by the images themselves when 
                                                 
384 Cafe Zaal Wolderse Wever. Markt 16, 5581 GK Waalre. www.dewoldersewever.nl 
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seen chronologically at a certain speed. Therefore, I have followed mostly the original 
sequence of Ben Meulman when he was shooting the camera. Ben’s selection depicts the 
movement Paul Bijnen did in what Raaijmakers calls ‘the first world’ (the real reality), 
that can be checked by the numbering of the images on the negatives. In order not to 
loose the logic of the movements and gestures, I followed the same chronological order. 
The more images, the less speed one needs to produce ‘the magic’, as the differences in 
each frame are not that radical. The direction of the movement will depend on the choice 
one makes of the passing of the pages, forwards or backwards. With this action, the 
pages, with the sequence of photographs, become themselves the flipping device for 
producing the illusion of movement. 385 The photographs taken in steps of motion, what 
we would normally call a ‘sequence’, give the illusion of motion. The gestures of the 
Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie offered by this sequence will enhance the possibility of 
finding his voice of singularity in the memories of those who knew him. For those, like 
me, who did not, it consoles us with the illusion of presence. 

 
 
 

 

                                                 
385 In 1836 Joseph Antoine Ferdinand Plateau (1801-1883) stated the law of the “Stroboscopic Effect’: “If 
within one second, a series of images (14-16) showing successive movement can be seen with the eye, and 
if these pictures are shown in succession, the laggard sense of sight causes these pictures to be seen as 
movement and not as single pictures”. (Burns, The complete history of the discovery of cinematography) 
“The ‘plaque mobile’ principle encouraged Marey to start working on several instrumentations in the 
1880’s. […] One of the first models was the ‘plaque tournante’-a rotating photosensitive disk loaded into a 
kind of ‘photo gun’: the ‘fusil photographique’. This instrument was first presented and developed by the 
French astrophysicist and colleague of Marey’s, Pierre Jules Janssen (1824-1907), but has since been 
forgotten. The only model still around today is the predecessor of film as we know it: the so called 
‘pellicule sensible’, a photosensitive tape, nine centimeters wide, that allowed for recording a large number 
of photographic pictures as a series. Marey called such taped with picture series ‘simili-gravure’. The 
chiefly social relevance of these tape media only becomes apparent when the pictures are projected onto a 
film screen in rapid, but constant, succession and, of course, in chronological order. This is the most 
fundamental way of showing movements in an artificial way to an observer who does not move.” 
(Raaijmakers, Cahier-M, 62) Also in 1880, Charles-Emile Reynaud proposed to use photographs shown in 
sequence and viewed through a window as a mirror reflection. In 1890, Hermann Casler came up with the 
mutoscope, a simple motion picture viewing machine capable of ‘flipping’ photographs of successive 
phases passed before the viewing area as a crank is turned. This device is exemplary of the principle of 
‘persistence of vision’ used by flipbook animation, also known as chronophotographical projection. (Burns, 
ibidem) The phenomenon of persistence of vision is based on the fact that the eye only perceives fixed 
images (plaque fixe) and that it is the brain the one that generated the perception of movement (an image 
remains on our retina for approximately 1/14 of a second). This principle was already described in the 
second century B.C. and demonstrated by Peter Roget before the British Royal Society in 1824. In his 
‘Lettre à Maine de Biran’ the physicist André-Marie Ampère gives the name of concretion to the blending 
of any perception with a preceding one, in: Philosophie des Deux Ampères, (Ampère, Paris, 1866) 236. For 
more on the subject of the instantaneity of perception see Jonathan Crary, ‘Techniques of the observer’, 
(Crary, Cambridge/Boston, 1992) 97-136, David C. Lindberg, Theories of Vision from Al-Kindi to Kepler, 
(Lindberg, Chicago, 1976) 93-94. 
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Greetings from Waalre … 
 
 
 

 
 
 

      Ad van den Eeden filming at the Mayor’s office  
      in Waalre. 
 
 
 
The former pages, by becoming a plaque mobile, are the appropriate introduction to the 
core of the ‘prentbriefkaart’ collection of our Gentleman with no tie. As already 
mentioned, the archive of Moustache Productions consists of images with movement and 
sound. It is a visual heritage, not in the form of a flipbook animation but in already 
modern film techniques, where even photographs and prentbriefkaarten acquire 
movement not only symbolically but also literally. It is not for nothing that in the ‘Aalst 
and Waalre Newscast’ all those documents of the Wolderse life are broadcasted in the 
form of symbolical prentbriefkaarten. Therefore, we should keep in mind the reflections 
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made upon photography and the prentbriefkaart when looking at the film collection of 
Moustache Productions.  

It is not uncommon that people come to the studio carrying their past in old 
formats of film, photographs, and suchlike, to ask our Gentleman with no tie to make a 
documentary out of them that can be seen in the modern digital medium. Ad van den 
Eeden will stay for hours in the studio, working with the images, smoking his hand made 
cigarettes, one after another, and drinking malt beers following his doctors advise. 
Sometimes he will also listen to his wife’s advise and stop the work at the studio to eat 
something. Other times Loes brings him something by the computer or he would just 
forget to eat. In the studio, images from the past become alive in his hands to guarantee 
that they can be accessible to the new generation. Thanks to the Moustache Archive, 
documentaries of current events in Waalre get mixed with old images of the same event, 
such as Carnival, anniversaries of the many Wolderse societies, the arrival of Sinterklaas, 
and so on and so forth. But there are sometimes also more personal events. That is why 
while being at the studio; it will not be infrequent to listen to the many thankful messages 
for all those family documentaries so carefully made by the Eedens. In the course of time, 
the change from analogue film into digital has confronted them with the new medium and 
the necessity to learn to work with computers and new equipment, which they do.  

People from the surroundings of the municipality of Waalre are also 
recommended to come to the studio for their documentaries, and they help even though 
they have quite a heavy load of work with the making of the Newscast. Everybody leaves 
the studio carrying their memories in a DVD, with the thankful feeling that one can have 
when somebody has saved that part of our selves we do not want to loose to 
forgetfulness. The face of a dead beloved one, our image in a significant event in our 
lives, the laugh of a child, a gesture, a hug, a voice. When in the beginning of the 
twentieth century we would have visited a photographer, like Jan Bijnen, in the beginning 
of the following century we visit a filmmaker. Now many can film their own home 
documentaries, but still we need somebody like our Gentleman with no tie, to make a 
unity out of our collection of images. Somebody who can make new images when we are 
participants and cannot be filming, or who can edit these images sometimes even together 
with photographs. Or who can mix present and past images. Or that can save images, as 
we mentioned, from video and film formats that are not in current use anymore. Ad van 
den Eeden, our Gentleman with no tie, is definitely a repairman of our memories. And he 
knows the significance of remembering, and the importance of the visual mediums to do 
so.  

Every medium, with its own features, offers new technical resources to the 
unchanging core concept of documenting. We collect images that talk back, telling us 
who we are. Even the silent animation of our Gentleman with the bachelor’s tie is a 
speaking one. In Jungian terms, we are assured that nothing really disappears, that 
everything, even what we forget, just moves away from our conscious mind towards a 
less reachable place, namely the unconscious, the individual or the collective one. 386 But 
just to be sure, we want to register whatever it is we perceive as significant, and like Tom 
Thumb, we want to make sure, by means of the material culture of images, that we leave 
enough ‘postas’ to be able to go back in time. All these ‘postas’ constitute, one by one, 
the vast visual heritage not only of individuals or regions, or even nations, but of 
                                                 
386 See Jung, C.G., Arquetipos del inconsciente colectivo (Buenos Aires: Paidós, 1978). 
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mankind. And in the same sense that we can say that it is not the technical features of the 
medium what matters, but the concept behind, we can also say that it is not the 
materiality of images what matters, but the man behind. It is not about papers, or glass, or 
tapes with memory. It is all about memory itself, our device for attaining a cohesion of 
moments, a history, a lifetime. It is our direct path towards the self … and towards our 
others.  

But even when the others might be only other selves, we exist in relation to them. 
And because of this relation, the same elements of identity and alterity, with their 
dynamic interaction, can be found through the moving images as well. The pose and 
portraiture concepts are equally traceable, and like with photography and the 
prentbriefkaart, the selection of the recorded moments is strongly related to marking 
moments in the different identities involved. The act of documenting and collecting is 
always permeated by the same principles. The difference is, remarkably as it may be, that 
our papers with memory have acquired a voice and they move. However, the concept and 
the reason for recording events, remains the same, namely, to re-member scattered 
moments of different identities. In tune, the last selection of ‘prentbriefkaarten’ will be 
found not in a cigar wooden box but in a digital container. Needing sound and movement, 
these ‘Greetings from … Waalre’ are not meant to be printed on paper, as it is not their 
nature. They do aspire, however, to be imprinted in your imaginary, and start ‘walking’. 
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Epilogue 
 
 
Or the story of how collectors are collected  
… And how I became a collector 
 
 
 
This story begins with a visit to Eindhoven, where I had an appointment to see collector 
Jan Spoorenberg, of whom we know, collects Eindhoven in prentbriefkaarten. Or better 
said, collects himself in prentbriefkaarten of Eindhoven. We had been glancing through 
his collection for the entire morning and he made a mushroom soup for both of us while 
we took a break. Then the question of whether I was a collector of prentbriefkaarten 
came up. I still remember his face of disappointment when I said I did not collect 
prentbriefkaarten. He had assumed I was, of course, a collector. On a second thought, I 
realized I did collect shells and certain board games, although I did not consider myself a 
collector because I certainly did not do it as a conscious or systematic activity. I just liked 
those things and therefore I ended up owning more than one. I cannot forget Jan’s 
expression of relief. I was, after all, a collector. On another scale I suppose, but a 
collector anyway. Later I realized that every collection starts in the end in the exact same 
way I started my own modest ones.  

I did have some prentbriefkaarten at the time, but their only uniting element was 
that I was the addressee, which in my mind discarded them as a prentbriefkaart collection 
because I kept them mostly because of the message. It was not that I would go after new 
items, or that I would ask anybody to send me one to enhance my collection. I did not 
even send them, maybe because in Mexico one arrives home most of the times before the 
card does. Most cards I had received from Europe and from Cuba, where I have friends, 
because although I have been living in The Netherlands for some years now, it is not a 
Mexican habit to send tarjetas postales anymore. I receive letters, e-mails and late-at-
night-phone calls due to the difference of hours … but no tarjetas postales from Mexico.  
I have therefore been involved with the prentbriefkaart more than with the tarjeta postal. 
I realize now that precisely the fact of being the addressee makes me, as it happens with 
collectors, the uniting theme of my collection.  

Then I found a small collection of Boomerang free cards I had been collecting 
from the Boomerang racks at the University every time I went to follow lessons. As I 
said, I never thought of collecting them per se, but I picked up some for the humour and 
some for the poetry. I sent some of them, but if I liked the card, I would mostly pick up 
two so that I could keep one for myself. However, it was not until I started the project 
that I realized the universe of possibilities that a prentbriefkaart offers. After all, there is 
no observer that manages not to be changed by what he observes. But still, I did not 
consider myself a collector then. I was, by the way, determined not to become one, as I 
have no room for harbouring anything besides my musical instruments at home. Then I 
went to one of the Prentbriefkaart Fairs organized by the VDP, with the intention of 
observing. Just observing, I said to myself. By the end of the day, I had already bought a 
couple of cards that I thought were interesting for the project. And I could not resist the 
temptation of one that was ‘funny’ because it was so ‘fake and unreal’. A year later, I 



 423

would buy four more cards because they formed a series with this one. Even later, a card 
popped up one day from one of my book scores. It was a card that matched this series! A 
Mexican version I had bought once because I was attracted to its sepia oldness. So I put 
them together. Already more into the prentbriefkaart phenomenon, I realized that it was 
already a small collection. It did not stop there, though.  

On every visit to a collector, I would make a photograph of him, for the record. I 
was literally collecting them with my camera. So in my visit to Simon van Blokland, I did 
likewise. We were glancing through his collection and he was showing me his website 
when suddenly he disappeared and came back with a digital camera himself. He had the 
practice of making a photograph of those who interviewed him, he announced. Click! … 
And there I was, collected by the collector. We had some coffee and before I left, he 
asked me where I had studied. After learning that I had studied in the PC Hoofdhuis 
building of the University of Amsterdam, the one that is right behind the Shopping 
Center ‘Magna Plaza’, he walked towards one of the many boxes where he has the cards 
that go for sale into the market of collectors, and took five from it. They were modern 
reproductions of old prentbriefkaarten and they were, of course, views from Amsterdam: 
The Post Office, The Post Office and the Voorburgwal, the Prinsengracht, the 
Rijksmuseum, and the Dam-Royal Palace-Nieuwe Kerk.   
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They had been re-issued by the shopping center on occasion of the Centenary of 

the monumental building 1899-1999, as written on the back. They were evidently of 
Amsterdam not only because I studied there, but also because Simon is the collector that 
collects himself by collecting prentbriefkaarten and visual memorabilia of Amsterdam. 
He has a story for every card he owns, for every street in Amsterdam, for every canal. An 
experienced collector, he was aware of the power that identity investment exercises on 
the places where we have had a history, where we have been. Therefore, he was giving 
me Amsterdam, himself, and myself in those cards. I looked at them and they 
immediately opened up my imaginary. I had indeed a history and stories attached to the 
depicted places. I even learned later from the cards that the ‘Magna Plaza’, the building I 
used to watch from the university building, had been once the Post Office. And these 
topographic cards acquired an extra value as I went home and realized Simon was driving 
along with me through my recollection of our interview … and through the set of cards 
he had given me as a present. I had not only been collected, but I was set up to collect 
Amsterdam … and myself. 

Ad van den Eeden, as an image collector and aware of the power that his medium 
has to remember and to document for the future, which is a preparation for remembering 
in the future, collected me as well. I had visited him to talk about Paul Bijnen. When I 
arrived he explained there was some filming he had to do and he needed some help. I 
thought he needed me to film something or to help him with cables and things of the sort. 
He gave me the Moustache production jacket and handed me the microphone. To my 
surprise, I was expected to make the interviews! Before I could excuse myself due to my 
Dutch with an accent he was already saying: Action! Therefore I quickly improvised 
some questions and after filming the event we left. I apologized for what I considered 
quite an unprepared set of questions. He was pleased though, “No panic”, he said, “it still 
will be edited and the most important thing is that you are in the film now”. I appeared in 
the monthly broadcast of visual prentbriefkaarten and I am now therefore in the 
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Moustache production Archive of images. I realized later that collectors were faster than I 
was in realizing that the researcher constitutes a new phase of meaning attached to their 
objects of collection. When I asked Frans Huijbregts for example, if he wanted a copy of 
Anja Schenkel’s article on the Eindhovens Dagblad, he answered, while charmingly 
smiling at me, that “I have an original and it is already in my archive of course”. Of 
course. 

Further reflection on the prentbriefkaart, made me remember that one of the 
relationships I had to it was, as aforementioned, to look at them (not buy them) as maps 
of the identity of places every time I was in a new city or village. Habit I still keep, by the 
way. I see the places in the cards and then I visit them. Very soon I discovered that every 
important place to visit is always depicted in prentbriefkaarten, and so the best way to 
look at the portrait of a place is through its cards. In the past, I have bought and sent a 
pair, and I have even bought one or two to keep them. But the highlights of my collection 
of cards are two cards that never walked and I had not realized, until recently, that they 
were indeed prentbriefkaarten. I kept them in my collection of drawings, which only 
shows that one item can always belong simultaneously to one or more categories, 
topographic, thematic, or emotional. Their story starts in the autumn of 2002, a year 
before I started this project. My father had come to visit me from Mexico, and being an 
artist, he wanted to draw The Netherlands. We found in a shop a small book of empty 
prentbriefkaarten… and he started drawing! They were the perfect format to carry 
everywhere and he decided that he was not going to buy tarjetas postales, he was going 
to make them.  

After a while, my father had a collection of the places where we had been together 
and he realized as well that the cards had become a logbook of his journey in Europe. He 
was pleased about his drawings as well, so it will not come as a surprise when I tell you 
that he never sent any of his self-made tarjetas postales. He did give away a pair as 
presents, and two of them ended up in ‘my collection’. The first one is a drawing of a 
pawn he sketched for one of my board games. The prentbriefkaart front was prepared 
alla Da Vinci, and accordingly, he was going to draw on it with silver. One morning I got 
up and there it was! The pawn had been created … from the silver ring I had once given 
him! I must confess to immediately having the silver source replaced by a teaspoon, and 
never has a teaspoon served me a better purpose. The contact of silver with air makes the 
drawing change with time, and it is therefore, every time a new one. It is thus, a ‘living’ 
pawn and consequently a ‘living’ prentbriefkaart. 
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The second prentbriefkaart was created while we were driving from Enkhuizen to 
Zoetermeer. I had been lost for quite a while because the highways were being repaired. 
The sunset caught us while driving through the inside road from Leiden to Zoetermeer, 
and my father took out his empty prentbriefkaart book from his pocket, grabbed a pen, 
and started drawing. By the time we arrived home, he had collected the sunset. Like all 
his prentbriefkaarten, it is signed because ‘one has to be responsible for what one 
creates’. Unlike the former card, the obverse of this one is not empty, it has a message for 
me. “Mariel, a shared sunset in Zoeterwoude. I give it to you graphically and with love, 
Faustino, 04-09-02.” And I keep it. By now, I cannot but acknowledge that in my very 
personal way, I am indeed a prentbriefkaart collector. The rest of the cards my father 
made are still with him, in his own collection of drawings made during that autumn in 
Europe. An exhibition of his visual logbook in Mexico City is taking place in the coming 
future. His cards have already, undoubtedly, started to walk. 
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The story of a forbidden card 
 

Mariel, bij het lezen van dit gedicht moest ik 
natuurlijk aan jou denken. Wellicht een mooi 
motto voor je toch?  

   
     Gerard 

 
 
On a September evening in 2004 I received the former quotation in the mail together with 
the poem by Rutger Kopland at the beginning of these pages: “Mariel, I had to think of 
you when reading this poem of course. Possibly a nice motto for you, don’t you think?” 
“I would like to send you this card”, says the poem about somebody wanting to send a 
card, and somebody else that would not receive it because the sender ‘would like to send 
it’ but maybe never did. Instead, Kopland made it walk in a poem … that I received.  
 I agree with Derrida that discovering cartes postales, and playing with them 
requires a special sort of talent. Any collector will know that, of course. And anybody 
looking for a card to send will know that too. Kopland’s poem is a poetic prentbriefkaart, 
with a message, an addressee, and a visual content that takes form in our minds. 
However, its real talent lies in the playful part, where a card that is not sent can indeed be 
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sent. It is the part where cards are moved by the investment of new meanings onto them. 
But as we have discussed, meanings do not stop with the cards, but move towards people. 
And that is how a poetic card travels literally through the mail to arrive at my door and 
define me. Not a bad motto indeed. And that is actually how a research proves to be a 
dynamic process that not only affects what is observed, but that also affects the 
researcher himself and those around him/her. Not only do I collect cards now, but I even 
send them. Something is certain; I will never be able to look at a prentbriefkaart the way 
I used to look at it before I started this project.  
 The intensity of the field research will not only have an impact on the researcher 
but it will also affect all the subsystems around him. To illustrate this also with an 
example of this project I will name the system constituted by the researcher and the 
partner-of-the-researcher, which explains why my husband, on the anniversary 
celebration of the Eedens, could make a representation of Paul Bijnen due to the 
knowledge acquired by the video material he had watched along with me. Moreover, the 
human interactions given by the research lead to new interactions and to new systems. 
And this will certainly affect the so called objectivity, as new information into the system 
will create changes in the mentioned dynamics of interaction in between the members. It 
has been my experience during this research that this will many times affect the research 
itself in a boomerang way.  
 The following card will show for instance, how I am sometimes even an excuse 
for new investments with meanings to the studied visual collection. It was sent from 
Orvieto, Italy, on October 3, 2005, by my promotor, Gerard Rooijakkers, with the 
following message:  
 
 

Cara Mariel, a card from the collective memory of Toscane –I had to search a 
long time for an old fashioned, not touristic card here in Italy. […]  

 
 
 At the back of the card we can read Old marshland, “Pesca sul fiora”. Foto 
DENCI Reproduction prohibited. Furthermore, on the front, we see that Gerard has 
written some captions on the image, as well as on the edges around it. The first message 
he wrote on the front is a Dutch version of the back’s Reproduction prohibited. “Do not 
dare to put this card in your dissertation!” But of course, it was too big a temptation not 
to do it, as it illustrates a new phase of meaning of the system in question. With the 
drawing of a man smoking a pipe that could be Gerard himself thinking Veni vidi vici, 
together with the caption by the Italian fisherman with a handlebar moustache and a hat, 
appointed by Gerard’s caption as “The Paul Bijnen of Orvieto, fishing”, the Italian 
landscape has been ‘appropriated’. The Dutch and the Italian identities have been 
intermingled. Moreover, it has been transformed into an imaginary playground of the 
Bijnen history of meaning trajectory. It is an Italian landscape that contains the presence 
of both Jan and Paul Bijnen, in an evocation of the act of collecting landscapes by Jan 
Bijnen. Besides, it contains the system made by promotor and promovenda, as it is a 
reference to my dissertation. And it tells also about the presence of Gerard in Italy, 
thinking about the card as one that belongs to the same period of the Bijnen cards, that 
plays with the identities involved, and that could have eventually been sold at Veni vidi 
vici, in Waalre. 
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 But the prentbriefkaart from Gerard is not only referring to the Bijnen gentlemen, 
but it also refers to the prentbriefkaart. It is intentionally an old fashioned card, and it has 
been used in such a way that it is an illustration of a ‘hybrid’ card, with a message in the 
obverse like all cards with a divided back, but also with a message in front like all cards 
from the beginning of the twentieth century with the message written on every empty 
space left by the image. It is old and it is modern, simultaneously. This is metaphorical of 
the identity discussion proposed by these pages, from the psychological perspective of 
the formation of the self, with its subsequent relationship to the question of death and 
memory that is intrinsic to photography.  
 Furthermore, from this same perspective and consistent with the perspective 
mentioned above, is that the questions of regional and national identity have been 
approached in these pages. This is to say, that the system of the visual culture that I 
observed can be placed in a net that interacts dynamically vertically and horizontally. 
Therefore, one Bijnen image can belong to the system of personal identity, that is to say, 
the record of the photographer’s own travel. Or to the system of family identity: images 
from the Bijnen family album. Or to the system of local identity: visual documentation of 
the depicted landscape/village-scape. Or to the system of national identity: 
documentation of Dutch visual heritage. Or to the system of European identity: 
documentation of a visual heritage in the West. Or to the system of photography as a 
field: documentation of the visual heritage of man.   
 To close these pages stories, and aware that the meanings and stories remain 
themselves open to new ones, I will finish as I started, with an image. This last 
photograph was taken by photographer Frank Janssen to accompany an interview in a 
Dutch newspaper about these pages. 387 The decision of the editorial staff to place the 
portrait of Jan Bijnen inside Janssen’s photograph, shows how, after all we have been 
through, Jantje Bijnen and I are not strangers anymore. Our stories mix just like in the 
photograph. Because as somebody said to me after seeing it, “this is what happens when 
you call upon the dead: they show up”. And I hope these pages have for you as they have 
had for me, the effect of making you into Cartier-Bresson’s girl carrying her memory. 
May your visual heritage, on a photograph, or a prentbriefkaart, or a film … be carried 
into the future. 
 

   

                                                 
387 Schenkels, ‘Jan Bijnen is nog steeds belangrijk voor Waalre’, 15. 
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Conclusion: Towards a Visual Ethnology 
 
 
As a concluding statement I will make explicit the applied research method in order to 
clarify the results as well as the research perspectives. It is in this way that a kind of 
blueprint for an ethnological perspective on visual culture appears. I used the ‘systems 
development’ approach (Bateson, Watzlawick) both to make fieldwork as well as to 
organize the resulting material. The thesis shows in three parts the way how approach and 
method took form and at the same time it gave the analysis a firm structure. In this 
research the fact that the observed as well as the observers were able to enter into a 
creative modus vivendi, enriched both parts. Therefore, my intention with scientific 
ethnological research goes way further than quantitative analysis. It is a qualitative 
analysis that can add to the quality of social life itself. Counting visual collections and 
their contents will not tell us anything about the cultural value of these collections. 
Human interaction with them in past and present is what makes them alive. But how did 
this research happen? Let me recount the steps of this visual-ethnological project. 
 
 
Photography:identity, personalities, alterity 
 
It started out with the project Brabantse Fotografie van de Twintigste Eeuw of the 
Brabant Photo Archive Foundation in cooperation with Tilburg University, investigating 
the visual memory of North-Brabant. The collection of photographer Jan Bijnen was still 
to be filled in. I was invited to do so, and therefore at first I was confronted with a huge 
collection of images made by a photographer I did not yet know. From the beginning it 
was clear that the Jan Bijnen collection consisted of photographs that had turned into 
postcards, and that this was done by Jan Bijnen himself. So, I wanted to get to know his 
style and the process of transforming photography into prentbriefkaarten. Prentbriefkaart 
collectors showed the road to the ‘prentbriefkaart’ as a medium, while photography was 
clearly another area, closely related but still an independent one. Prentbriefkaart was still 
postcard or even tarjeta postal to me, but this would change later on.  
 As photography seems to be the most powerful medium, it has shown and still 
shows a tendency to ‘swallow’ the postcard almost completely. The prentbriefkaart has 
no status, whereas photography even attains the august region of art (Bourdieu). But is it 
true that the media of postcard and photo are so much apart? Are they not entwined in 
one and the same medium after all? The prentbriefkaart shows us two worlds in one, but 
it is first necessary to ponder on the differences between visual and written culture. 
Therefore I started first to treat the visual medium ‘postcard’ from the point of view of 
the photographic discipline. The bibliography on photography showed me where the 
public interest on the medium lays, and which were still the lacks within the literature on 
prentbriefkaarten and photography (Szarkowsky, Sontag, Barthes, Adams, Coppens, 
Sartre). 
 Most of the books about photography show a high tendency to display 
photographs and not to reflect on them. Moreover, photography tends towards a large 
bibliography of historicizing and descriptive style: authors describe what they think they 
see in a flat and two-dimensional image. Hardly ever do they put their analytical skills to 
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work in the way some few authors have done in relation to the medium photography, 
such as John Szarkowsky or Susan Sontag, for instance. But it is not just the image what 
is important but what happens around it, which takes us to wonder about facts like the 
things that are photographed and those that are not; why are people interested in 
photographing in the first place, what kind of functions and meanings are attached to 
photography in all its phases (Barthes): the editing process in the mind of the 
photographer,  the moment of photographing itself (Cartier-Bresson), the printing of the 
photograph on paper and on different formats (Martien Coppens), what is done with the 
photograph: sold, bought, kept, destroyed, damaged, saved, repaired, recycled, hung, 
framed (Sontag/Batchen). This is to say, the biography of photography as a discipline 
(Szarkowsky), together with the material culture attached to all the phases it undergoes: 
the cultural biography of the prentbriefkaart itself (Rooijakkers).  
 This led me to the eternal discussion of photography and its division into 
professional and amateur photography, or into artistic and documenting photography. My 
approach is to implement a perspective to photography that would open the space for 
both sides of the discipline to interact and enrich each other, instead of engaging in a 
relationship of competition and isolation. The fieldwork shows anyway, that it is actually 
what happens everyday in reality, where independently of the terms applied to it, artists 
are documenting and documentalists are making art. It is also not occurring in a 
demarcated time line, as they can be doing it even simultaneously. In these pages I 
decided to look at them as two complementary functions of the medium photography 
(Bateson, Watzlawick). For me a photographer has been plainly the one who makes 
photographs, amateur or professional.  
 The reflections up to this point led me to matters such as memory, identity, time, 
and death, which are intrinsic to any reflection on the field. I confirmed through the 
contact with all the people involved and in the bibliographic research, that people have an 
urgent need to document and ‘freeze’ their daily life events. They want to guarantee a 
token to prevent oblivion. This brought to the table the discussion of the pose, the way 
people choose to be remembered, leading to the question of authenticity in relation to the 
medium. I consider this an important reflection, as photography has been used by many 
other fields as a proof of truthfulness and authenticity, when these values are actually just 
a big myth. I have tried to make it clear that photography happens in the minds of people 
during all its different phases, which makes it at all times a subjective source of 
information. Further, it is my opinion that it is always necessary to put photography in its 
context to be able to use it for further analysis (Bateson, Maturana).  
 The element of identity is evident in the sense that people make photographs of 
themselves through a process of identification and confirmation of the self, as in the too 
well known “This is me on a certain moment, doing that, celebrating that”. But even 
when the other is photographed, it is always done through the mechanism of projections 
of the self unto the other, which led me to the element of theatricality inherent to the act 
of posing for a photograph. We are always playing to be others, to look ‘our best’, to not 
be ordinary. And this affects clearly our notion of authenticity in relation to the medium.  
 The concept of death in the field is also something intrinsic to it, as it is in the 
nature of the field to deal with the present and the past. We are always photographing the 
present because of its nature of becoming past as it passes. We are always aware of this 
feature of the present, and therefore we want to ‘keep’ the passing moments, which 
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brings us directly to the next phase of analysis, that of collectors of photographs. This 
presence of death has a profound impact in the medium in all its different phases, and it 
connects it directly to memory, both individual as collective. Therefore the need to 
consider the capacity of photography to document as an important one of the medium 
photography. 
 Through the world of collectors of photographs I confirmed that photographs, like 
any other cultural phenomena, have a materiality that allows and invites people to collect 
them, and more importantly, to invest them with new meanings and to put them to 
function in new contexts (Rooijakkers). Here I found that a project such as this one lies 
greatly on the shoulders of the systematic and intense work done by collectors (Blokland, 
Huijbregts, Spoorenberg, van den Eeden, Haverkate). I have to say that after visiting 
them, I have confirmed that they are a very important element in the big chain of cultural 
heritage. With this ends the first part of these pages, dedicated to a reflection of the 
medium photography.  
 
 
The ‘prentbriefkaart’: biography, personalities, other ‘postas’ 
 
 The second part is about what I consider as another medium, the prentbriefkaart. 
A biographical account of the medium was in order (Staff, Chase, Haverkate). Just like 
with photography, I wanted to know what the prentbriefkaart as a medium is, how it 
functions in its different contexts, what its significant features are, what it meant in times 
of Jan Bijnen and what it means now. What kind of bibliography there was (or not) was 
also of importance in this stage, who the authors were, the designers of the cards, the 
publishers. Furthermore I wanted to see who had bought these cards and why, who buys 
them now, who sends them, who receives them, who keeps them and where, who 
destroys and damages them and why, who describes them, or who recycles them 
(Rooijakkers, Derrida). I also discovered the many meanings attached to them that 
changed with the change of context. And the main unveiling was to realize that contrary 
to photography, who has managed to acquire a certain status through the century, the 
prentbriefkaart as a visual medium has no status whatsoever as such. 
 Therefore I was in need of a name and of a concept that would define the 
prentbriefkaart not as a card only, but as a visual medium like any other. Every country 
has its own name for it and sometimes even more than one. The differences in the uses of 
language are, as they always are, contextually determined. Of all the many names that 
have been given to the prentbriefkaart in different contexts and languages, I chose the 
term prentbriefkaart based on the etymological deconstruction of the word, which 
showed that as only one word, it was the best term in all western languages to express the 
content and use of the visual medium in question. But it is about defining a medium and 
not just a word to name a card, as it is shown by the fact that otherwise I have used 
through the pages also many of the other terms used for the card, when referring to it as 
such, depending on the author, the geographical context, or the person referring to it. I 
summarized the etymological analysis of the word in three elements. 1) Prent, which 
refers to the visual content, either an illustration or a photograph (image). I want to 
accentuate the fact that the term prent is used in its meaning as image and not as printed 
image, as there are also many prentbriefkaarten with original drawings or paintings-not-
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printed. 2) Kaart as an object, a material/thing (card), and 3) Brief as dispatch (postal 
function).  
 Thereafter I used the term prentbriefkaart not only to refer to a Dutch card but to 
refer to a visual medium. Moreover many archives of visual collections keep on 
considering the prentbriefkaart merely as a carrier of a photograph. They are influenced 
and determined by photography, which results in a collection of photographs carried by a 
prentbriefkaart, while it should actually be a collection of prentbriefkaarten. A postally 
marked front image is then rejected in favor of another that is ‘clean’, or two apparently 
identical cards, because of the image content, are not properly categorized, not to mention 
studied. This has caused much valuable information to be discarded as unnecessary. The 
whole world of information offered by the back of the cards is mostly not even looked at.  
 Once again, the prentbriefkaart is used only as a carrier of a photograph, and a 
look at many of the visual collections available online and in museums will show this. 
The postal trajectory, the stamp information (which happens to be almost magically 
accurate in relation to the dating of the message and of the events), is mostly not 
accessible. Contrary to this I propose a different way of archiving the visual heritage 
offered by the medium prentbriefkaart, where the photographic content is but one of the 
many other elements that constitute the medium: 1) trajectory and analysis of the image 
content, iconographically as well as iconologically; 2) analysis of the written content 
(publisher, post stamp, photographer, addressee and sender). Only then shall we be able 
to achieve recognition of the differences of the two mediums in question, acknowledging 
each their own identity as such.  
 
 
Photographs and ‘prentbriefkaarten’: image collectors / ‘modest historians’ 
 
Once clear about the fact that we are dealing with two visual mediums that have some 
things in common but that are also independent from each other, is that it is possible to 
move into the analysis of the interaction they can have in reality in general, and in the 
Bijnen collection in particular. This is what constitutes the third part of these pages. In 
this part, it was not my intention to repeat in detail the conceptual analysis made first of 
photography and then of the prentbriefkaart media, namely, those of identity, memory, 
time and death, as it is evidently the same one. I rather instrumentalized it and applied it 
to the Bijnen collection and its trajectory. 
 Concepts get a life in this third part on the basis of the visual collection of Jan 
Bijnen and its trajectory into new meanings up to the present. At this point it becomes 
clear how there is a deductive movement from the general conceptual framework on the 
basis of photography to the particularity of the Bijnen collection. Consistent with the 
same approach used for the biographies of the involved media, I wanted to know who Jan 
Bijnen was: the photographer, the family man, the community figure, the documentalist, 
collector of images, memory maker/keeper, the man of his time. 
 Through the meta-collection of Paul Bijnen (he collects his father’s collection, 
who, as photographer, was already a collector of images) I discovered that he was also a 
documentalist, a collector of images, a community figure, a comedian, a son, a friend, 
another man of his own time. Thereafter I found a third collection linked to the Bijnen 
collection, that of film documentalist Ad van de Eeden and his wife, Loes van den Eeden. 
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Beside his own collection of images, he makes a meta-collection of the meta-collection of 
his friend “Pau”, and it gives a new dimension to the Bijnen collection, which in his 
hands acquires movement and sound. He is also presented in these pages not just as an 
image collector, but also as a friend, a family man, a husband, a community figure, a man 
of his time. The line of these collectors of images from Waalre is given by their intense 
activity as carriers of memory.  
 Contrary to the approach of attaining objectivity, always required when doing 
academical research, at the early stage of the field research I decided to place myself in 
the interactions taking place within the observed system (Maturana, Varela, Von 
Foerster). I made this decision based on the realization that any observed human system 
is not frozen but it is a living dynamic unity which is not only a valuable carrier of 
information about the past, but it is also a contemporary actor of this legacy of the past 
that is constantly investing it with new meanings. This is in my opinion, the only 
guarantee of preservation of any cultural legacy. Furthermore, if we think of the cultural 
legacy in terms of systems, we can come to another realization, namely that it is not about 
trying (always to no avail) to disappear the researcher from the interactions with the 
observed system/culture (Bateson). As he is after all one of the many links in a chain of 
interacting systems. The art of the researcher lies than not in vanishing, but in becoming a 
skilful traveler in between systems and levels. 
 Another line we can trace in the structure of these pages is that given by the 
approach to the three main systems named before, from the points of view of identity 
formation and narrative. All systems and subsystems have been approached with both 
perspectives. The leitmotif of the neck-tied gentlemen is a metaphor of the historical 
evolution of the visual medium from a photograph, to a prentbriefkaart, to a video. The 
line of collectors, which goes parallel to the one before, follows the same inductive model 
but applied in the specific cases of collectors. 
 A very important feature of any research dealing with human systems has to do 
with the inevitable fact that both the people in the system of observation as well as the 
researcher, are in a circuit of communication that behaves just like any other system of 
human communication. In some of the best cases, the researcher can also become a 
bridge between systems and subsystems. In this vein, it is clear to me that once the 
researcher starts with his field research, he creates the system of his project, which can 
and is subdivided in subsystems that in turn can also be subdivided. And the created 
system can also be, at times, a subsystem of a bigger one. In this complex systemic net 
interactions occur dynamically at all levels, horizontally, towards systems of a higher 
level, or towards (sub-) subsystems, or vertically towards other systems at the same level. 
And in this interaction there is no element that is not affected (Watzlawick, Beavin, 
Jackson, Bateson). In this vein, the objectivity given by the disappearance of the 
researcher is but an illusion, as he cannot be and not-be there in the field. He asks 
questions, he makes photographic/film documentations. His sole presence has an impact 
on the systems he observes. Furthermore, to erase the element-researcher implies to 
mutilate the system created by him, which does include him, and therefore, produce an 
incomplete and unreal perspective. This would be a structural change that not only makes 
the system incomplete, but it makes it another one. The system we aim at describing is 
that made of both the element-researcher and the system in observation (Maturana, 
Varela). 
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 The use of the collection of images (photographs and prentbriefkaarten) has been 
consciously used in all the different contextualizations possible that an image can have. 
This is why, when looking at the illustrations by Bijnen, including the prentbriefkaarten, 
we will find that in these pages they illustrate a text (like the studio photographs of the 
first part), they illustrate the biography of the photographer, they illustrate the medium 
photography as well as what I propose to be considered as the medium prentbriefkaart, 
they illustrate the collections of collectors, they illustrate a family memorabilia, and much 
more as I followed them in their trajectory towards new contexts. This is why, unlike 
many books on photography and prentbriefkaarten, these pages have images that are 
apparently the same, but they depict the different functions that one and the same image 
can have. 
 
 
Papers with memory 
 
Here is where these analytical reflections end, but there are, however, some final 
annotations to be mentioned. The element of narrative in these pages is applied to all 
three main parts. Moreover, the research presents itself in the form of a narrative. 
However, it is a narrative plot that is a direct result of the structure explained above. 
What sometimes seems to be a fictional story is actually a documentation of real events 
at all times. Furthermore, and contrary to the usual method of just observing the 
system(s) in question, and based upon the already explained reflection on objectivity, I 
have not only intended a record of a field and bibliographic research, but I wanted to 
report how the research system(s) are in constant interaction, even with the researcher, 
creating a new phase of the trajectory of the visual collections, and therefore, also 
creating a new history together. Accordingly, the created system is its best explanation, 
and the study of its current way of organizing itself is the only possible methodology. In 
this sense the observed is featured by the properties all systems present, namely the 
variable of time, the relations between systems and subsystems, wholeness, and feedback. 
(Watzlawick, Bertalanffy). It is not about observing others, but about observing with 
them. 
 From a historical collection of photographs (negatives/glass plates) and 
prentbriefkaarten, and by way of field work, I have engaged into theory reflection and 
come to some insights, instead of following the usual path of doing it the other way 
around. I have also taken into account the physical aspect of photography, considering 
photography not just as a discipline but also as an object. Furthermore, photo-historical 
research, together with an ethnographic field work and an ethnological analysis of the 
field and bibliographical results, led to new insights in what can be called visual 
ethnology. Then, this research proposes the prentbriefkaart to be considered as a 
discipline in the same way photography is one. Moreover, this research goes beyond 
photography/prentbriefkaart as disciplines, where the material culture (photographs) are 
keys to socio-cultural categories; as they are created, they function contextually, and stay 
doing so in new contexts, acquiring and giving new meanings. In fact, on the basis of 
prentbriefkaarten, we have here a cultural biography of the village community that is 
rewritten and analyzed. Local and global are categories that intermingle, making the 
cases exemplary of a wider scope. It is not about portraying individuals, though we 
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definitely find their portraits, but about what the individuals represent. Finally, based on a 
systemic analysis, I have moved from the traditional closed model of research, where the 
researcher is an outsider, into a conceptual open model where the researcher is an 
interactive part of the observed system. As an ethnologist, based on this open model, I 
must consider myself also as another actor in the chain of actors related to the visual 
culture treated in these pages, not only of images, but also, and mainly, of stories and 
meanings. I have therefore not only been a finder of meanings, functions, and stories 
working in different contexts, but by means of these pages I have also been, and still am, 
a maker of them. 
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Appendix I 
 
   

      
 ‘It is a most provoking thing’, he said at 
last, ‘when a person doesn’t know a cravat from a 
belt’. 

 
  Lewis Carroll 
(Through the Looking Glass)  

 
 

In the Hutchinson Dictionary of the Arts we read that a Cravat is a scarf worn mainly by men 
around the neck instead of a tie, often with a shirt. During the seventeenth century, Cravats 
formed part of everyday clothing; they were made of muslin or linen and they were tied around 
the neck, sometimes in a bow. The Oxford Dictionary tells us as well that it is a piece of linen, 
lace, etc, loosely folded and worn as a necktie. The etymology of the word suggests it comes from 
the French Cravate, a Croatian, from the German dialectal krabate, and from the Serbo-Croatian 
Hrvat. (Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition, Haughton Mifflin Company, 2000). 
The different names for the Cravat around the world are: Kravat in Hungarian, Cravat-Neck tie in 
English, Cravata in Portuguese, Kravata in Croatian, Krawat in polish, Krawatte in German, 
Cravatta in Italian, Cravate in French and Corbata in Spanish.  

Francois Chaille, in his book La Grande Histoire de la Cravate (Flammarion, Paris, 
1994), wrote that around the year 1635, somewhere in the Adriatic coast, approximately six 
thousand soldiers and knights came to Paris to give their support to King Louis XIII and Cardinal 
Richelieu. Among them were a great number of Croatian mercenaries led by a ban, or Croatian 
viceroy. The particularly colourful scarves worn by the Croats caught the eye of French officers 
during the Thirty Year War (1618-1648). They were made of various cloths, ranging from coarse 
material for common soldiers, to fine cotton and silk for officers. Besides being considered 
elegant, the Cravat also offered the advantage of its practicability: it was simply and loosely tied 
around the neck without need for any additional care. Around 1650, during the reign of Louis 
XIV, the Croatian scarf enjoyed great popularity in France, particularly in court, where military 
ornaments were a symbol of status. The fashionable expression ‘alla croate’ soon derived into a 
new French word: la Cravate. The Cravat symbolized thus the height of culture and elegance.  

On his return to England from exile, Charles II brought with him this new word in 
fashion. Over the next ten years, this fashion novelty spread across Europe, as well as across the 
colonies on the American continent. However, in his article 2000 Years of the Necktie. Did 
Romans Wear Ties? David Johnson states that there are other sources that consider that Cravat 
derives actually from the Turkish word kyrabacs or the Hungarian korbacs, which both mean 
‘whip’ or ‘long, slender object’. Researchers have also found the word Cravat already before the 
arrival of the Croatians and some suggest that the word is more a ‘corruption’ of the word rabat, 
French term for a hanging collar. However, Thomas Fink and Yong Mao, in their book The 85 
ways to tie a tie, consider that there is not enough evidence to conclude that the word Cravate 
would derive from Kroaat, because the word had already been used in France in the fourteenth 
century and in Italy during the thirteenth century. As supporting argument, they mention that the 
French writer Eustache Deschamps (1340-1407) had used in one of his ballads the expression 
faites restraindre sa cravate: to tie his cravate tighter. However, they do clarify that even when 
the origin of the word might not be clear, the origin of the Cravat itself came indisputably from 
the mercenary’s neck cloth. 
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The use (or non use) of Cravats has been to show status, occupation, and even identity, as 
it is the case of our Gentleman with the big Cravat in the photograph, as well as in the case of our 
other gentlemen with different (or no) neckwear in these pages. The association to the original 
function as mercenary’s neckwear soon changed to that of military allegiance in favour of the 
French reign. Already in the court of the Sun King, it became a trendsetter, and in fact, many 
French kings kept an elite regiment known as The Cravate Royale, until the time of the French 
Revolution in 1789. By the seventeenth century, the Cravat acquired an important place not only 
in Europe but also in the American colonies, where it remained in use for a longer period than in 
Europe. Furthermore, the Cravat has survived until today as a symbol of the Croatian identity, as 
proven by the establishment of the Academia Cravatica in 1997 for instance. The purpose of this 
non-profit making institution has been to ‘preserve and promote the development of the tie as part 
of the Croatian and world cultural heritage.  

Prof. Marijan Busic, head of the Academia Cravatica, is an active promoter of the 
neckwear. He has created, for instance, a mega-tie installation project called ‘A Cravat around the 
Arena’, in the Croatian city of Pula. The dimensions of the mega red tie were: eight hundred eight 
meters long, and twenty-five meters at its widest. The four-in-hand knot of the Cravat is fifteen 
meters long, at its widest sixteen and a half meters wide, and at its most narrow point five and a 
half meters wide. The tying of the knot was filmed from the air by a helicopter of the Ministry of 
Defense. Online we read in Dino Bedrina’s review of the event (www.academia-
cravatica.hr/en/arena,html, 20-9-2004) that “the most beautiful sight of the entire event began 
when, in order to spread out the lower part of the Tie (below the knot), hundreds of local people 
became involved in a long chain to take partin the installation, holding the Tie up. The Cravat’s 
height is [three and a half] meters at its widest part.” About his huge installation Prof. Busic has 
said that “While I was still in high school I realized that Croatia, the home of the Cravat, could 
best be presented to Europe and the world by means of the tie, as a worldwide symbol of dignity, 
formality and success. ‘A Cravat around the Arena’ [is] a medium which communicates emotion, 
value and identity.” We see also how there are changes in meanings ascribed to the name, like for 
example the reference to the word ‘Cravate’ as a ‘corruption’ of the word ‘Croat’ by some French 
language purists. 

The markers of this ritual of national identity confirmation were inevitably present to 
make the event ‘official’. We read for instance, that a young couple dressed in formal wedding 
outfits were ‘a kind of living presentation [to the outside world] of a wedding in the Pula Arena’, 
a symbol of the Greek and Roman Croatian heritage. They were the motif for the illustrated 
literary book commemorative of the installation, ‘The Cravat of Veli Jôze or the fairy wedding in 
the Pula Arena’, written by Daniel Nacinovic and Ivan Gregov. Nacinovic was also the text writer 
of the song “Vez”, composed by Bruno Krajcar specially for this occasion. The ‘wedded’ couple 
was accompanied by members of the historical unit Turopolje Honorable Guard. Turopolje is, by 
the way, the place of origin of the formal neck scarf, the podgutnica, which has the fame of being 
‘the oldest Croatian cravat, the original cravat’, we read in Bedrina’s review online. The colour 
red symbolized ‘a sign of love, the colour of the Croatian coat of arms, and the red soil of Istria, 
[underlining] the Croatian cultural identity and at the same time its openness and belonging to he 
wider European cultural circle. In tune with the affirmation of national identity, there were folk 
Istrian dance and music. (www.academia-cravatica.hr/en/arena.html) 

The material of the old Cravat used to be lace or muslin (usually cotton). The band cloth 
would go around the neck two or three times to cover the neck and then it would be tied in front, 
in such a way that the two ends would hang loose. However, this was just one of the many ways 
one could tie a Cravat. Fink & Yong describe for example, that an unusual and innovative way of 
tying a Cravat came from Flanders during the Battle of Steenkerke in 1692. This consisted in a 
long Cravat in the form of a tie with fringes of lace at both ends. It was untied and the ends were 
turned around each other, in such a way, that one of the ends could go through the left buttonhole. 
There is an illustration of William of Orange from around 1692 wearing a Cravat tied in such a 

http://www.academia-cravatica.hr/en/arena
http://www.academia-cravatica.hr/en/arena
http://www.academia-cravatica.hr/en/


 441

way. This way of tying a Cravat became very popular and stayed in use in Europe until 1730. In 
America, it was used through all the eighteenth century. About the way to tie the cravat, Randle 
Holme wrote in 1688, in Academy of Armory and Blazon, that a Cravat was tied with a butterfly 
knot, and that so many new ways of tying it had appeared that to name those, less say to describe 
them, would have been quite a laborious task. (Fink & Yong) 

During the first ten years of the second half of the eighteenth century, the young 
Englishmen of the high social circle adopted the mignon-style, then in vogue in Europe, and in 
Italy in particular. This was a very exuberant style. The Macaroni’s, as they were called, used a 
huge perfumed toupee, profuse embroideries, jewelry and a huge white Cravat, tied with an 
enormous bow. Fink & Yong report as well, that this exuberance was not followed in the 
American continent, although in France it was adopted by the Incroyables around 1770, due to a 
wave of Anglo mania. They had exaggerated shoulders, broad revers, and long Cravats. Their 
eccentric neckwear required meters and meters of cloth, that was then tied around the neck at 
least ten times. For them, however, the bow was not essential, but in The Art of Tying the Cravat 
it has been written that the Cravat had enlarged to incredible proportions. Fink & Yong consider 
that, in any way, the complete return of the Cravat around 1870 was thanks to the Macaroni’s, 
even though this late version was not ornamented by lace. There from we could say that the big 
Cravat of the gentleman in the photograph has something in common with that one used by the 
Macaroni’s, which still looked like a bow tie. Particularly with the late version of it, that 
consisted of a long square piece of muslin or linen that was folded diagonally until it formed a 
strip, tied with a bow or knot. The use of lace and expensive cloth slowly disappeared, as its 
purpose of showing status and belonging to a high social circle was replaced by the skill to 
arrange the tie and make different sorts of tie knots.  

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the dandys appeared with a more sober style. 
Thereafter, as a response to the dandy’s frugality, the Cravat reached its higher point of 
popularity. While the clothing for men became more sober, the proper bow or knot of the Cravat 
became comparable to a calling card. And very fast, innumerable ways of tying the Cravat 
appeared. Neckothitania, or Tietania, for instance, is one of the first publications on the subject of 
the ways to tie a Cravat that appeared in 1818. It is from an anonymous author, who gives it more 
the status of an instruction booklet; although he uses the opportunity to clearly set a line between 
a ‘real gentleman’ and a ‘rabble’, only on account of his tie. In Paris, under the pseudonym baron 
Emile de l’Empesé (baron of the Formality/Ceremony), appeared in 1827 L’Art de se mettre la 
cravate. In the very same year there is a similar publication in Italy, by conte della Salda (count 
of the Formality/Ceremony) and England publishes The Art of Tying the Cravat, by H. Le Blanc. 
Nowadays the author has been traced to be Emile-Marc de Saint-Hilaire, and it has been assumed 
that Honoré de Balzac was responsible for the foreword. In this book, which was a great success 
in Europe, we read that there were thirty-two different ways of tying the cravat, among them the 
Cravate á l’Americaine, Cravate á l Órientale, etc. (Fink & Yong).  

The fact that the Cravat and the way it was tied were associated to different social values 
and meanings can be further followed in this book as we can see by two examples used by Fink & 
Yong: The Cravate Mathématique and the Cravate Sentimentale. The Mathematical Cravat, for 
instance, required a combination of symmetry and regularity, with a style that was solemn and 
rigorous. The slightest fold is strictly forbidden in this way of tying the Cravat, the ends have to 
match geometrically and they even have to be able to survive a measurement. On another hand, 
we are warned that the Sentimental Cravat, ‘already as its name tells, will not suit everybody’s 
face. Be convinced that if your gesture normally is not leading to expressions of love and passion, 
and you decide to wear the sentimental cravat, you will be the subject of laughter by others’.   

According to Fink & Yong report, the Cravat mania reached its highest point in L’Art de 
la toilette in 1830. Here, seventy-two ways of tying the Cravat were reported. The bows and 
knots were multiplying, but as Fink & Yong conclude, they are all variations on the three basic 
ones: the over-the-hand, the flat knot, and the bow tie. In the early Victorian period, the Cravat 
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mania started to decrease because the long ritual of tying it was not affordable anymore in daily 
working life rhythm. Practicality and efficiency took over and by the end of the nineteenth 
century you could find, basically, three types of ties: the bow tie, the Ascot (flat knot), and the 
four-in-hand or long tie. The bow tie was already made of lace in the seventeenth century, and it 
stayed popular since then. However, the format became smaller by the end of the nineteenth 
century and two ways of tying it remained popular up to the present: the butterfly and the 
batwing, being the latter the most common one (our current shoelace knot).  

At the beginning of the twentieth century, report Fink & Yong, ‘the knot was threatened 
to disappear due to the appearance of the ready-made tie’. Thereby, the experts considered the use 
of such tie an act of barbarism. The tying of the tie was, furthermore, associated to the initiation 
rite to manhood, passed on from father to son. Moreover, to wear a tie in the exact same colour as 
that of your female companion was ridiculous, but a gentleman could not ‘make a fool of himself’ 
in worse way than to enter into a shop to buy a ready-made tie. Nowadays, the use of the tie is 
still customary in certain social contexts, namely, formal ones. The art of tying the tie is almost 
extinct, at least in everyday usage. Moreover, the non-use of neckwear has become a statement in 
itself for unconventionality and freedom. However, it is in this context that the use of a Cravat 
can actually become a statement of precisely the same values of unconventionality and freedom, 
of daring to be different. The tie has proven to be a good recipient of as many meanings as there 
are contexts. 
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 Appendix II 
 
 

 
 
I + T 

Cartolina ilustrada   Italian  
Ansichtkaart   Dutch 
Vykort    Swedish 
 

 
 
T + P 

Postcard    English 
Postkarte   German 
Correspondenzkarte  German 
Correspondentie-Kaart  Dutch (in use for only two days) 
Briefkaart   Dutch (official) 
Brefkort    Swedish 
Brevkort    Norwegian/Danish 
Postkaart   Dutch  
Postikortti   Finish 
Postowaja Kartocka  Russian (after 1909) 
Karta Korespondencyjna  Polish (Austria) 
Carte Correspondence  French 
Tarjeta Postal   Spanish 
Targeta Postal   Catalan 
Cartolina Postale   Italian 
Cartões Postaes   (Probably Esperanto) 
Cartão Postal   Portuguese (Portugal) 
Bilhete Postal   Portuguese (Portugal) 
Biglietto Postale   Italian 
Carte Postale   French 
Carta Postala   Rumanian 
Karta Pcztowa   Polish (Poland) 
Kartoe Pos   Dutch Indies 
 

 
 
I + T + P 

Prentbriefkaart   Dutch 
Geillustreerde Briefkaart  Dutch (out of use) 
Picture Postcard   English 
Tarjeta Postal Ilustrada  Spanish  
 

 
 
I 

Ansicht    Dutch (Colloquial Abbreviation) 
Kiekje    Dutch (Colloquial Abbreviation) 
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T 

Card    English (Colloquial Abbreviation) 
Pscenska Karta   Bulgarian (open card [until 1884]) 
 

 
 
P 

Postal    Spanish (Colloquial Abbreviation) 
Otkritajo Piesmo   Russian (open letter [out of use since 1901]) 
Otworeno Piesmo Bulgarian (open letter [out of use since 

1884]) 
     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 I = image (visual content in the form of illustration or photograph) 
T= material (card) 
P = postal function (that it ‘walks’) 
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Appendix III 388 
 
 
 
 
Regarding the introduction of correspondence cards for internal communication. 
In agreement with the Royal Hungarian Secretary of Commerce, the Postal 

Department will issue correspondence cards, starting October 1 of this year, according to 
the details given below. They will be used for short written communications to all places 
of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy regardless of distance and will require a uniform fee 
of two (2) neukreuzer (New Kreuzer). 

The following regulations will direct the sale of these cards, as to the way they 
are to be used for writing and how they are to be handled: 

 
1. The correspondence cards with their imprinted value can be bought at 

all post offices and in all postage stamp outlets at the price of two (2) 
Neukreuzer a piece. They are to be mailed openly, without any seal 
whatsoever. 

2. Just like letters they will have to carry the exact address, consisting of 
first name and family name of the addressee, the place of destination, 
and, unless it is a poste restante address, also the full street address. 
Following the place of destination the name of the province has to be 
given and also the county, if several places have the same name. If the 
place has not its own post office, the post office has to be named to 
which it is subordinated. 
The address has to appear on the front side of the card. 

3. The back of the card is to be used for the written message. It can be 
written with ink, pencil, color pencil, etc., but care should be taken that 
the writing is legible and durable. 

4. For the time being these cards can be sent to all places of the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy and, just like letters, they have to be mailed in 
the same way. 
They can be registered against payment of the regular registration fee 
and the stamps for the registration have to be affixed on the back of the 
card, next to the wording: “Space for written information”. 

5. No additional fee is necessary for forwarding a postcard to another 
inland place, different from the one indicated on the address, nor for 
returning it to the sender. 

6. For places that are not serviced by an official letter carrier one (1) 
additional Neukreuzer for the delivery will be charged extra. 

7. The Post Department will not be responsible for the contents of the 
message. Nevertheless the post offices are instructed, similar to an 
order existing for letters that carry offensive remarks in the address 
(postal regulation of March 8, 1865) to exclude postcards likewise 
from transportation and delivery, if obscenities, libelous remarks or 
other punishable acts are found on the cards. 

8. Postcards [that] have become useless by error or chance before being 
mailed, can be exchanged against payment of 1 Neukreuzer in the same 

                                                 
388 My translation from the Dutch. 
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way and under the same conditions, which regulate the exchange of 
spoiled envelopes with imprinted stamps. 

9. The Imperial and Royal Postal Departments are to take notice of the 
above regulations and must observe the following directions: 

a) Each post office as well as all postage stamps retailers has to keep in 
stock a normal supply of imprinted correspondence cards at all times. 
These will be furnished by the stamp depots in packets bundled at 50 
each and are to be handled and inventoried just like envelopes with 
imprinted stamps. 
The sale of postcard must start on October 1 of this year. 

b) Cards that have been mailed are to be treated during the sorting 
process, transportation and delivery just like letters that carry stamps. 

In particular the cancellation of the imprinted and possibly other 
stamps on the cards has to be done according to the existing 
regulations. 

If a number of postcards are mailed at a post office, they are to 
be tied and sorted, separately from the letters, but registered 
postcards are to be turned in together with registered letters. 

Postcards in transit are not to be cancelled, but the arrival 
postmark is to appear on the front of the card on the left side, 
opposite the imprinted stamp. 

    Vienna, September 22, 1869 
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Glossary 

 

 
Anamorphoses Perspective technique used to give a distorted image of the portrayed 

image. When looked through a mirror or from a determined angle the 
distortion disappears. It derives from the greek ‘to transform’ and it 
was first used in the seventienth century, although the first examples 
can be traced back to Da Vinci’s notes. In mathematical terms, this 
technique demonstrates that the composition of two perspectivities is 
not a perspectivity in general. 

 
Ansichtkaart See Appendix II. 
 
Bow Tie Theory [of the Web Space] Scientists from IBM Almaden Research in San 

José, Altavista Search Engine in San Mateo and Compaq Systems 
Research Center in Palo Alto, California, collaborated to conduct the 
most intensive research study of the web. The result of the analysis of 
two hundred million web pages and one and a half billion hyper-links is 
the development of the Bow Tie Theory, presented at the World Wide 
Web 9th Conference in Amsterdam on May, 2000. This theory aims at 
explaining the dynamic behaviour of the web in order to understand 
better the structure of the internet. 
(www.almaden.ibm.com/almaden/webmap_press.html, 4-July-2005) 

Rather than a sprawling plain of links, the Net is actually 
divided into quadrants shaped like a bow tie. The Knot of the bow tie is 
the heart of the Web linked cyberspace. The ‘Origination’ pages are the 
places where most users start their navigation. They connect to the 
Knot, but the knot does not connect back to them. The ‘Termination’ 
pages are sites found from the knot but they do not link back to it. This 
is the end of the line of the navigation. ‘Disconnected’ pages can be 
linked to from Origination or Termination sites, but they are not 
accessible from the Knot. While the Web will continue to expand 
relentlessly, the Knot will also continue to dominate the redirection of 
traffic in known Web Space. Some new sites may eventually join the 
Knot, but the sites already in there will also continue. (K.K.Campbell, 
Internet columnist for ‘The Toronto Star’, 22-June-2000/ 
http://www.kkc.net/toronto-star/2000/0622/, 13-July-2005) 

 
 

 
  
 

http://www.almaden.ibm.com/almaden/webmap_press.html
http://www.kkc.net/toronto-star/2000/0622/
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Butterfly card Collectors catalogue card with many views, usually four. It mostly 
includes a small version of other cards. There are many variations of 
this collector card in the past and still nowadays. It is the equivalent to 
the current postcard with many views of one place.  

 
Camera lucida Meaning ‘light room’ in latin. It was a prism mounted on a slim rod 

attached to a drawing board. By adjusting the prism, an artist could 
create the illusion that a scene was projected onto the drawing board. 
(Warner-Marien, M, Photography, 497) 

 
Camera obscura It concentrates, by means of a lens, the rays of light transmitted by a 

distant object and projects, onto the surface opposite this lens, an 
upside-down image of the scene [even this simplified description is 
nevertheless too scientific for the time of its invention, when it was 
regarded in terms of magic]. (Frizot) 

 
Cartophily Term sometimes used to describe the activity of collecting 

prentbriefkaarten. Deltiology in USA. (VDP, Inleiding …, 41) 
 
Concordance We speak of concordance when there is a visual concordance between 

the postage stamp, a commercial postcard and the stamping machine 
trademark. (See maximized card)  

 
Dead letters From the French term designating messages that cannot be delivered, 

from defect of address or other cause, [‘dead letters’ that end up in the 
Dead Letter Office] are sent to the Division of Dead Letters and Dead 
Parcels Post. They are carefully examined on both front and back for 
the name and address of the sender; if these are found, they are returned 
to the sender. If the senders address is inaccessible, dead letters are kept 
for a period, after which they are destroyed, while dead parcels are sold 
at auction. (Derrida, 125) 

 
Deltiology American term for the study of postcards. Randall Rhodes of Ashland, 

Ohio, first used the term. It means [from the Greek] the science or 
study [logos] of small pictures or cards [deltion]. (Brown Nicholson) 

 
Deltiologist   The person studying postcards. (USA) 

Divided Back   A postcard back with a center line to divide the address from the 
message.  

Ephemera  Any printed or hand written item normally discarded after its intended 
use such as calendars, postcards, trade cards, and valentines. (Brown 
Nicholson) 

Fantasy cards In the Netherlands it is a term used for non-topographic cards. (VDP, 
Inleiding …, 19) See Topics. 

Flip-book animation (USA) Illusion of motion given by the succession of images on paper. 
It is based on the ‘Stroboscopic Law’ posed by J.A.F. Plateau (1801-
1883): “If within one second, a series of images (14/16) showing 
successive movement can be seen with the eye, and if these pictures are 
shown in succession, the laggard sense of sight causes these pictures to 
be seen as movement and not as single pictures.” (Burns, P.T. The 
complete history of the discovery of cinematography, 
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[http://www.precinemahistory.net/], 04-06-2005) Also known as flick-
book or flicker-book (England).  

Forgery (of pbk) An old prentbriefkaart is made of three layers of paper. Therefore, with 
the use of humidity, the layers can come loose. This gives forgers the 
possibility to change the front side of the card [the image]. (VDP, 
Inleiding …, 16) 

Free cards Free prentbriefkaarten distributed around the world. Until now, there 
are 381 known publishers from 61 countries. They are distributed in 
racks in bars, cinemas, restaurants, schools, universities, etc. Xavier 
Baqué Vielva from Barcelona is the man who introduced the concept of 
free cards. He worked in the communication industry and directed the 
local magazine Diagonal in Barcelona. The firm ‘Vanguardia 
Distribuciones Y Promociones’ lost a part of their archive but 
apparently the distribution of the free card started in March 1985. (Jan 
J.H. de Vries, in: VDP bulletin nr.44, 1995) 21-28. 

Golden Age (of the pbk) The period of high collecting craze of prentbriefkaarten. 
Approximately from 1897 to 1918. VDP, Inleiding …, 41) 

Greetings from … Taking the basic view card with its pictorial vignettes of a particular 
town as a starting point, someone had the simple idea of adding the 
words ‘Gruss aus …’ (literally, Greetings from …) into the design, 
followed by the town name, immediately creating a cheap, decorative 
souvenir for a tourist with the bonus of naming the places they were 
visiting. These ‘Gruss aus …’ cards are the direct forerunners of 
today’s holiday-view postcards. Soon every seaside town and tourist 
attraction had its own card of this sort, and the idea spread around the 
world. ‘Gruss aus …’ was translated into all required languages: ‘Groet 
uit …’in Dutch, ‘Saludos de …’ in Spanish, ‘Greetings from …’in 
English, etc. Nowadays these type of cards are still in the touristic 
market available. The ‘Greetings from ..’ card is many times designed 
to be like those cards before 1902, where the message is written in the 
front side. (Marin Willoughby, A history of postcards, 44) In a 
romanticization of the old, reproductions from the original designs are 
still sold for tourists. In Leipzig for instance, reproductions of old 
coloured cards from the time where the message was written in the 
front side of the card are for sale. One can, therefore, write a message 
on both sides. 

 
I-mode Internet communication through cell phones. This enables exchange of 

video and photographs together with graphical messages. So far this is 
the most modern variation of a prentbriefkaart. 

 
Installment  A series of postcards designed to be sent one a day. The completed set 

forms one picture. Some installments are vertical pictures, such as [a 
portrait]; others form horizontal images, such as [landscapes]. (Brown 
Nicholson) 

 
I.P.E.S. “Deltiological disease. While most postcard collectors are not affected 

by it, there is an incurable disease that has started running rampant 
through a small percentage of postcard collectors. The Center for 
Disease Control knows no treatment for it. The disease is abbreviated 
as I.P.E.S. It's short for Incurable Postcard Enthusiast Syndrome. It’s 
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characterized by an inability to keep from spending large amounts of 
money when the victim finds a postcard he or she doesn't have.  
One of the devastating effects of this malady is that some of those 
affected may spend hundreds of dollars just to get to a place thousands 
of miles away where there is a postcard show in progress. In 
established cases, victims can be exasperating to their friends and may 
be unable to behave in a rational manner when engaged in postcard 
trading.  
Researchers have yet to discover a cure for this disease, but it is known 
that there is a temporary remission right after a victim hits what is 
called the "mother-lode." That's collecting lingo for obtaining a cache 
of very rare postcards. Then, for at least a short time, the victim feels 
good instead of miserable and has even been known to communicate 
magnanimously with friends and family.” (Larry Myers, 
www.postcardpost.com.ipes.htm, 1-May- 2005) 

 
Leporello cards Touristic cards assembled in accordion form, mostly topographic. 

(VDP, Inleiding …, 8) 
 
Macrophily The study and collecting of post stamps. 
 
Mail Auction (of pbk)  A process of selling postcards through the mail by dealers or collectors. 

These may be privately printed auctions or ones that appear in the trade 
papers, such as Barr's Postcard News or The Postcard Collector. All 
bidding must be completed by the closing date. Each auction house has 
rules, which must be understood before bidding. (Brown Nicholson) 

 
Maximaphily Philatelic discipline that aims at collecting maximized cards. It is 

regulated by the Féderation Internationale de Philatèlie (FIP). 
(www.maximaphilie.de). Festivals, Exhibitions and Seminars are 
organized around this discipline. 

 
Maximized Card A Maximized Card is made of three elements that have the same visual 

content: the postage stamp, a commercial postcard and the stamping 
machine trademark. The concordance between these elements should 
be achieved as much as possible. Otherwise, it is consider a Variant 
Maximized Card, which can be a card with the same postage stamp but 
a different stamping machine trademark, or a card with a different 
illustration (www.asemamaximofilia.com/principal.htm. June 30, 
2005). 

 A post stamp is maximized when you paste it on a prentbriefkaart 
whose image corresponds with the image depicted on the stamp. Once 
again, the more the resemblance, the better. A similar stamping 
machine trademark, preferably franked on the very same day of the 
stamp’s issue, was also customary. These cards were rarely sent, if sent 
at all, without a protecting envelope. In many cases, the stamp was 
even probably designed taking the prentbriefkaart as a model. 
Collectors maximized their prentbriefkaart, adding value to their 
collected items. (Orellana).  

 In the Jubilee number of the VDP (October 1996) Ernst Zilver wrote 
that ‘a Maximized Card can be a prentbriefkaart or fotocard with a post 
stamp sticked on the image side and it has the same or almost the same 
image than the card. There are hundred percent maximized cards, 
where the image on the post stamp is identical as that of the card. And 
there are cards with a less percentage, where the images have less 
resemblance with each other. With the issue of a post stamp, it is 

http://www.postcardpost.com.ipes.htm/
http://www.maximaphilie.de/
http://www.asemamaximofilia.com/principal.htm. June 30
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common to find a prentbriefkaart that resembles that of the stamp (or 
that is identical), and to have it franked. […] The cards are of high 
value for collectors when they are franked on the date of the issue of 
the stamp or on a historical date, that goes in accordance with the 
meaning of the issued stamp. […] For example, if the image depicted 
on the post stamp is Den Haag, then one would go in search for a 
prentbriefkaart with an image as similar as possible. For a better 
maximized effect it should be franked in Den Haag. (My translation 
from the Dutch) 

 
 

  
 
 
 
Mechanical card In French, cartes méchaniques. In England this sort cards fall under the 

term Novelties. They are made of wood, leather, plastic, metal, 
applications of lace, cloth, feathers and felt. They are highly valued 
among collectors when they have ‘walked’. (VDP, Inleiding … 7) 

 
National Postcard Week  First celebrated in May (1-7, 2000) both in the UK and in the USA. The 

hope for the future is that, as more countries join in the National 
Postcard Week, it may well become the International Postcard Week. 

 

http://www.postcard.co.uk/npw.htm
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Obliteration Trademark on a postage stamp to invalidate its postal use. Used for the 
Maximization of cards. (See also Maximized card/Maximaphily) 

 
Pbk See Prentbriefkaart.  
 
Photo card Cards made through a photographic process instead of a printing 

procedé.  See Real Photo. 
 
Pioneers   Postcards issued before the Act of Congress. [Active in 1898 in USA, 

April 1, 1892 in The Netherlands]. They carry instructions on the back, 
such as, Write the address only on this side - the message on the other, 
or Nothing but address can be placed on this side, or This side for 
address only. (Brown Nicholson) (VDP, Inleiding …, 42) 

Post stamp card In old cards, when the post stamp was pasted in different positions than 
the usual vertical one, it meant that the post stamp had a specific 
meaning. Cards were issued with a translation of the ‘post stamp 
language’ and they are called post stamp cards. (VDP, Inleiding …, 34) 
To protect the privacy between the addressee and the sender, 
sometimes messages were written under the stamp. An agreed location 
of the stamp would give the hint to the addressee about the hidden 
message. 

Prentbriefkaart Picture postcard and all its name variations. In these pages, it refers 
moreover to the picture postcard as a medium that consist of 
photographic element and a postal one. See Appendix II. According to 
the Encyclopedie van de Nederlandse Prentbriefkaart (Haverkate), ‘a 
prentbriefkaart is a non-official briefkaart with a photo or other sort of 
illustration on the front side, that even though it is not franked by a post 
stamp, it is destined for a determined edition for sale to the public’. 
(My translation from the Dutch) Abbreviated in this glossary as pbk. 

Printing techniques (of pbk) A prenbriefkaart is per definition a reproduction of an original image. 
The reproduction is made by the printer. Haverkate offers a schema of 
these techniques of reproduction: 1) high print: line plates, autotype, 
woodcut, 2) copper etching or rotogravure, and 3) flat print: 
lithography, zincography, light print, offset print. Photographs for 
prentbriefkaart use were printed until 1930 on photo paper. (See Real 
Photo) Two of the more frequently used photographic procedés for the 
issue of a prentbriefkaart are 1) Bromide, where the negatives are 
placed on a reflecting glass plate that later can stay on the paper. 
Bromide is the most artistic and also technically ideal method for the 
manufacture of prentbriefkaarten.  2) Platino, that gives a specially fine 
reproduction and is therefore very suitable for small images like 
prentbriefkaarten. It is a photographic process that requires high quality 
negatives. It was used approximately van 1880 to 1914. (VDP, 
Inleiding …, 38-40) 

 
Private Postal  Postcards produced not by the government, but by private business or 

publishers. (Brown Nicholson) 
 
Publisher (of pbk) A company or individual who initiated and funded the production of 

the postcard. They may or may not be the printer of the card. Many 
postcards identify the publisher. The publisher identification may be 
accompanied by a copyright date. Other times it clearly states published 
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by… Publishers can be identified by trademark logos, or [even by] the 
style of the printed word postcard. There may be names of printers or 
distributors on the backs of cards. These should not be confused with 
the name of the publisher. (Brown Nicholson) 

Puzzle card Cards where the image is put together from more (up to ten) different 
separate cards. (VDP, Inleiding …, 9) 

Real Photo   A term coined to distinguish between commercially printed 
photographic images and an actual photograph printed on photograph 
paper with a preprinted postcard back. Real photo cards are more 
desirable than commercially printed postcards. Most real photos are 
one of a kind, while commercially printed photographs were produced 
in large quantity. (Brown Nicholson). Also called Photo postcards 
(Tom Phillips) 

Relief cards Cards that have a relief effect on the print that can be seen in the back 
as well. (VDP, Inleiding …, 8) 

S.A.S.E. Self Addressed Stamped Envelope.  

Series (of pbk) Groups of postcards that belong together in a collection. The individual 
cards may or may not have been printed at the same time. More than 
just a common topic, a series has a common artist and publisher. 
(Brown Nicholson) 

Sets (of pbk) Postcards published in a group of 4, 6, 7, 8, or 12. These were sold in 
packets or individually. Examples are: days of the week or months of 
the year. (Brown Nicholson) The numbers printed are mostly limited, 
giving the cards an air of exclusivity and a status of collectable item. 
One of the first published series were the French: ‘35 posters by artists’ 
(France 1898, Editions Cinos) and ‘Les Maîtres de la Carte Postale’ 
(1898, 58 cards); and the Austrian-German Jeugendstil series of 75 
cards and “Das Grosse Jahrhundert”, a large series different in content 
that celebrated each another personality internationally recognized: 
Beethoven, Darwin, Tolstoi, Goethe, etc. (Willoughby, 52) 

 
Topography From the Greek: description of a place. In the prentbriefkaart world it 

refers to cards that have images of places. 
 
Topics  Postcards that are not views [topographic] but are of subjects such as 

baseball, kites, cats, etc. (Brown Nicholson) 
 
Trademark (of pbk) Protected by law, a registered symbol or device used exclusively by a 

single merchant or manufacturer on his goods to distinguish them from 
the goods made and sold by others.  

Undivided Back (of pbk) A postcard back without a dividing line to separate the message from 
the address. Undivided backs on postcards help date the cards. 

Non-walked cards My translation of the Dutch term Ongelopen, that refers to a card that 
has not been postally used. 



 455

Walked card My translation of the Dutch term Gelopen, that refers to a card that has 
been postally used. 

WW1 Silks   Embroidered postcards from World War One produced in 1914 through 
    1918. They declined significantly in popularity from 1919 onwards.  
    Generally hand embroidered on strips of silk mesh with as many as  
    twenty-five on a srip. Mostly produced by French and Belgian women  
    refugees who worked at home and at refugee camps. Later the finished  
    strips were sent to factories for cutting and mounting on postcards.  
    Very popular among British and American soldiers on duty in   
    France, which explains the predominance of themes featuring British,  
    French and American flags, symbols and greetings. 
    Most cards of this sort do not have postage stamps as they were mailed  
    through the Military Mail. They became the token of presence of the  
    boys fighting. It has been estimated that as many as ten million  
    handmade cards were produced during the war period. In 1930,  
    until 1945, a machine made card was produced, which was simpler and  
    plainer, but that regained the lost popularity of its predecessors. (Paul  
    Hageman and Jerry Kosanovich, “World War One propaganda cards”,  
    www.ww1-propaganda-cards.com, October 30, 2005)  

Venice and Nice exhibition  Took place in 1899 and its subject was the picture postcard.  

Voice cards Cards where the message is not written, but spoken, and then it is 
received as a sms-message.   
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