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Introduction 
 
A photograph is a visual registration of someone or something that will never be 
the same as at that specific moment. Personally I love to photograph my loved 
ones, just the way they are, and register their specific personal beauty and 
essentiality, preferably when they are unaware that I am doing so, avoiding the 
staged smiles they put on when aware their picture is being taken. Great and 
important people, liked past loved ones or influential artists, are somehow 
remembered, kept and reserved through their depictions in photographs. 
Photographic practices are in that sense thoroughly embedded in a sense of 
nostalgia. Pictures of good times and unique occasions are made so that you can 
in some way re-live, or re-feel, what you did or felt at that time. It can not be 
denied that photographs are of the past, however recent that may be. That is 
why most people take pictures and save photographs: to remember, to go back 
to their past experiences. Memories might refer to the past, but exist in the 
present and point to the future: memories are not time-related but go beyond 
different time boundaries. But what exactly should be photographed to be 
remembered? According to eighteenth-century German physics scientist Georg 
Christoph Lichtenberg “(t)he most entertaining surface on earth … is that of the 
human face” (quoted in Shookman 1993:25). German photographer August 
Sander agrees that many things can be read from the face: 
 

“I ask the viewer to realize that I strive to show the characteristic distinguishing 
features that time, circumstances and life left behind on the face, and that I, 
therefore, make such expressive and full of character portraits, that correspond 
with the essential nature of the model” (August Sander quoted by Bem 2007)1.  

 
August Sander, and many other photographers, is convinced that photography is 
a medium of absolute truth, a section of reality captured in time. It is truth and 
knowledge mediated through the apparatus of the camera. Nowadays, however, 
there is a widespread and acute awareness that photographs are not always a 
direct reflection of reality. With digital photography, for instance, it became 
apparent that a photograph does not necessarily represent “the” reality but 
rather “a” reality. That is the expressed reality of the image producer, the 
subjective photographer.  
 
In very general terms, the inter-subjective meaning of reality can be reflected, 
voiced or translated into language or visual images. Meaning is inter-subjective, 
shared on the cultural level, in the sense that, in order to be understood, 
meaning relies on mutual references and conventions, and cultures are based on 
these shared understandings. Shared meaning – as well as available identities - 
is produced in and through language, cultural representations, and visual images 
(Hall 2003). Such signifying practices, defining cultures, are both maintained and 
changed over time. They have a tendency of lingering, of being traceable over a 
variety of representations, media and genres.  
 
Cultural and social semiotics provide an interpretative toolbox for approaching 
such cultural landscapes of codes and signs. Everyday life categorizations and 

                                                 
1 Quote by August Sander, quoted and translated by Merel Bem in “De open blik van fotograaf 
August Sander” (Published January 4, 2007). This quote is from an advertising brochure for August 
Sander’s photo studio.   
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significant societal power differentials such as gender, ethnicity, class and 
sexuality, are both sustained and altered through such codes, signs and 
representations as they are collected in the textual and visual realms of our both 
mundane and spectacular modern surroundings. Visuality is the prioritized point 
of exit for such issues approached within critical studies of visual culture, an 
interdisciplinary field I will describe and draw on in this study.  
 
Importantly, this study investigates how the history of science and its imagery 
can be traced in contemporary art. I am particularly interested in the visual 
traces of what is best described as out-dated science, specifically photographic 
studies provided within the discipline of physiognomy. This is a field often 
associated with neurological scientists such as Guillaume Benjamin Duchenne 
(Duchenne de Boulogne) and Jean-Martin Charcot. My study tracks and outlines 
the discourse of physiognomy: the study of facial features. It is a limited 
investigation of how photographic studies of physiognomy have been embedded 
in contemporary modern art. My study material consists of three photographic 
art exhibitions. The first, Family Tree, is an evocative personal photographic 
collection of portraits of the social lineage and surroundings of photographer 
Ringel Goslinga. The exhibition by August Sander is an impressively large and 
well-known collection of photos. Famously it was exhibited many times and it has 
been regarded as revolutionary and “ahead of its time”. Flora of Europe, on the 
other hand, is a promising project in progress, aiming at portraying elderly 
women from different European nations. Thus, I have worked with very select 
and limited, Western material from different time periods, ranging from the 20th 
century to the first decennia of the 21st century. However, it was the 
characteristic of being recently exhibited or produced in the Dutch context that 
functioned as one of my criteria of selection. In the following I will delineate the 
specificities of this material, but first also say a few words on how I have 
structured this thesis.  
 
This study is structured in three parts. In the first chapter I describe my 
approach and study material, which consists of the mentioned three 
photographic exhibitions. In chapter two I explore visual culture and its 
characteristics, followed by an investigation of the role of museums in exhibiting 
and representing. After this I present an approach to photography, and finally I 
trace the historical photographic studies of physiognomy. In the third part I 
present an analysis of the material with the help of visual culture studies, cultural 
studies, studies of visual history and studies on the visual culture of historical 
medicine. I would now like to return to my material and present a more detailed 
description of the exhibitions Family Tree, People of the 20th Century and Flora of 
Europe and how I have approached this material.   
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Chapter 1: Material and Methods 
 
Three exhibitions were chosen as case-study material for this study. In the 
following the selection procedure as well as the details of the three photographic 
exhibitions will be outlined. However, first I want to explain my intentions and 
approach within this study. This study is a critical attempt at opening up and 
laying bare both promising and problematic assumptions that I see as urgent 
issues for both artists and the public. The aim of this critical exercise is not to 
criticize in the negative sense of the word, but to open up a fruitful dialogue 
about a specific set of representative practices as discursively shaped by gender 
and ethnicity. Inevitably, such lingering conventions and signifying practices 
have found their way into projects such as Family Tree, People of the 20th 
Century and Flora of Europe. As my point of departure, I take it that these 
projects are contributing something important. They are in themselves 
interrogations of our common cultural heritage of physiognomy and photographic 
practices. Moreover, they contribute to and comment on contemporary visual 
culture as discursively shaped by ethnicity and gender. Conducting this study 
with feminist tools sensitive to such issues, my contribution here is the opening 
up of a creative and reflective space, hopefully leading to a critical dialogue 
about issues raised for me by these exhibitions.  
 
1.1 Selecting Material: Why These Three Photographic Art Exhibitions?  

 
All three exhibitions I have worked with contain photographic portraits. This was 
an important foundation for my selection and comparative approach. Even 
though all three are photographic exhibitions, the portrayals differ: some are 
photographs of faces only, some are full body photographs and others are in 
between the two options and portray the upper half of the body. Moreover, these 
photographs have different colouring. The Family Tree photographs are all black 
and white and The People of the 20th Century contains pictures taken in the 
beginning of the 1900s and are therefore in a certain yellowish black and white. I 
was fortunate enough to be involved in the making of Flora of Europe, and even 
though the final photographs for Flora of Europe have not yet been taken, I was 
informed they will be in colour. 
 
As will become clear in the chapter on practices of exhibiting and representation 
in museums, it is important to analyze the very medium of museum exhibitions 
(Lidchi 2003). This since museums do not simply represent objective or neutral 
facts; museums themselves experience problems with representation. As such 
they have to be addressed in order to further understand Western practices of 
categorization, of making classifications and representations of other (visual) 
cultures (Lidchi 2003:153). This is another important reason for choosing these 
three exhibitions.  
 
The third reason is their joint focus on photography as a visual technique that 
link the realms of art and science. This is something I will delineate further later 
in the thesis. The forth reason for the choice for these exhibitions as case-studies 
is the different stages these exhibitions are in which is something I wanted to 
incorporate in my study due to my focus on lingering visual conventions: The 
People of the 20th Century was made between 1891 and 1954 and has been 
exhibited several times elsewhere previous to its contemporary exhibition in the 
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Foam_fotografischmuseum Amsterdam (from now on referred to as Foam)2. 
Family Tree was made three years ago in the time span of approximately a year. 
Flora of Europe, on the other hand, is a work in progress: the selection of women 
that will be portrayed has taken place in the summer of 2006, but the actual 
photo shoot is planned later in 2007. This means these projects are in different 
stages of their existence: an old and re-exhibited one, a contemporary one, and 
a future exhibition. The artists behind these projects are in different stages as 
well. The German August Sander died in 1964 and never entirely completed his 
project of mapping out the entire society of his time. The Dutch Ringel Goslinga 
is, among other projects, currently working on the expansion of his project of 
portraying the people surrounding him. Pinar Yolacan, of Turkish-American 
descent, is in the middle of the project Flora of Europe, she is presently making 
special and personal garments for the final photo shoot, hopefully to be exhibited 
at the Foam eventually. 
 
A fifth and final reason, relating to the previous ones, for studying these specific 
case-studies is the fact that all these projects are divided on the basis of a 
typology or classification system: all three make use of categorizations. Family 
Tree is a visual categorization of people that are important to Ringel Goslinga in 
his past or present life. He made four genealogies: one chronological lineage of 
his youth, two genealogies are of his divorced father and mother, and the last 
contains his direct surroundings. August Sander divided his photographs in seven 
typologies, each type contains several portfolios, together representing the 
human race in Germany in his time. Within Flora of Europe artist Pinar Yolacan 
aims to: 
    

“cast elderly female natives of different types (i.e nordic, mediterranean, alpine 
types) possessing the "natural" and physical characteristics peculiar to that 
geography associated with that nation. The presentation of the project will be a 
taxonomical display of portraits” (Yolacan 2006:1). 

  
Thus, she intends a provocative typology based on the different European 
nationalities of the women involved in this project. These exhibitions contain 
different categorizations and therefore have different photographed subjects, 
varying from all citizens of Germany in the beginning of the 20th century, to the 
surroundings of Goslinga, and to elderly women of different European 
nationalities. It should be noted, furthermore, that these exhibitions are, or will 
be, open to the public and thus part of our common visual culture. Let me now 
present in detail the three exhibitions that form the important part of my study.  
 
1.2 Family Tree by Ringel Goslinga 
 

Ringel Goslinga has created his own family tree, which exists of a series of 
ninety-six black-and-white portraits of people from his immediate personal and 
wider circle. In one way or another, every photographed person was important in 
his life. Goslinga started this project because he did not have a photographic 
record of the people that surrounded him. The portraits in Family Tree are 
exhibited at the Foam museum, from 26th of January to the 6th of March 2007. 
Family Tree is divided into four series: people from his own past in chronological 
                                                 
2 Examples of previous exhibitions: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (29 November, 2002 – 23 
February, 2003) and The Metropolitan Museum of Art (25 May, 2004 – 19 September, 2004). 
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order from left to right, people from his father’s circle, people from his mother’s 
circle and people from his own current circle. When entering the room, on the 
wall in front (surrounded by the windows) is Goslinga’s current circle, opposite 
this on the wall of the entrance is his past circle, to the right his mother’s circle 
and to the left his fathers circle. (See figures below and the appendix 1 to 4). 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 1 (top left): Part of Family Tree 
(relations from his own circle in the past) 
by Ringel Goslinga 2007 
 
Figure 2 (down left): Part of Family Tree 
(relations from his father’s circle) by 
Ringel Goslinga 2007 
 

Figure 3 (down right): Part of Family 
Tree (relations from his mother’s circle) 
by Ringel Goslinga 2007 
 

 
 

 

As becomes clear from these figures, this is not an ordinary family tree, like the 
genealogical family trees merely consisting of biological and genetic offspring. 
Family is taken in the broad sense of the word, since included are portraits of, for 
example, the wife of the stepbrother of his mother and the sister of the third wife 
of his father. Not only (biological) family ties are involved in this tree: it consists 
of family ties, friendships, and other relationships that are the result of social 
structures in Goslinga’s life. For instance, portraits of his childhood dentist, the 
girl next door (figure 4), and the sitter of his pet are included. 
 
The way the portraits are ordered within one of the four circles has been 
carefully considered. In the past circle, one portrait is isolated; no portraits are 
underneath or above this portrait (appendix 1, photograph b5). This portrait 
shows Goslinga’s childhood psychiatrist, where he often felt very alone. Another 
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example is the portrait in his father’s circle separated from the other portraits in 
the lower left corner (appendix 3, photograph e1). The woman it portrays is the 
wife of his father’s speech therapist. Goslinga’s father had difficulty speaking 
after being in Japanese war camp. As a token of appreciation for the speech 
therapist Ringel, he named his son after him: Ringel Goslinga.  
 
Additionally, Goslinga included two frames without portrait, showing a black 
surface. These black surfaces represent his uncle in his father’s circle (appendix 
3, photograph c8), and his aunt in his mother’s circle (appendix 2, photograph 
c10). These people are important to him, but they did not want to be 
photographed.  
 

     

 

Figure 4: Girl next door 
© Ringel Goslinga 
(2004) 
 

Figure 5: Nieces of 
grandmother on 
mother’s side © Ringel 
Goslinga (2003) 

Figure 6: Son and 
grandson of 
grandmother’s cousin on 
mother’s side © Ringel 
Goslinga (2003) 

 
It is perhaps surprising that Goslinga himself is not on a portrait in his family 
tree. According to the artist, however, this enables the viewers to imagine, and 
form an image themselves of the artist-photographer by seeing the other 
portraits: Family Tree is “an autobiography using the possibilities of 
photography”3. Within Goslinga’s work grouping people has become a theme; he 
also made a series of portraits of the Vriesdorp family and portraits of the Casco 
theatre company. The people photographed for Family Tree are often outdoors, 
portrayed in their home surroundings. This is, according to the artist, done in 
order “to create an as natural an image as possible”4. Furthermore he 
photographed the people in Family Tree within the times span of three years to 
avoid striking sociocultural changes, for example in fashion which would 
drastically date and separate the different pictures from each other.  
 
1.3 People of the 20th Century by August Sander 

 
After his training in Trier as a photography assistant during his military service, 
the German August Sander (1876-1964) began with photographing farmers in 

                                                 
3 Foam website, Press release. Last accessed 2007-02-28  
4 Foam website, Press release. Last accessed 2007-02-28  
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1909 (Roche 2004:1). Sander wanted to construct an all-inclusive study of his 
fellow citizens by creating photographic portraits of the various social “types” of 
his time. He proposed to map out the entire structure of society, which resulted 
in the creation of his own classification system, a sociological historical 
photographic documentation, consisting of seven essential types or categories 
photographed between 1892 and 1954: The Farmer, The Skilled Tradesman, The 
Woman, Classes and Professions, The Artists, The City and The Last People5. 
Within each of these seven categories there are different portfolios with different 
portraits6. At the Foam these seven categories have been placed on the second 
floor in four different rooms with open connections between the rooms. All the 
photographs are at eye-level, and high above the first photograph of every 
category the title of the category is written on the wall. In the first room, after 
the introduction to the exhibition and the artist August Sander, the first three 
categories are exhibited. When entering the second room the fourth category is 
visible. Walking on, the third room shows the fifth category and the first part of 
the sixth category. Entering the small open doorway to the right is a small room 
where, on the left, the other photographs of the sixth category are placed, and 
on the right the final category, “The Last People” is exhibited.  
 
The first category, “The Farmer”, contains seven portfolios with pictures of 
people related to the farming profession and small town life. “The Skilled 
Tradesman”, the second category, contains five portfolios, of which the first 
contains practitioners of traditional trade professions like “Pastrycook” (figure 9) 
and another portfolio, the “Labourer – his life and work”, includes “Bricklayer, 
1928”, for instance (figure 7). The third category “Woman” contains five 
portfolios, of which the first one, “Wife and Husband”, deals with married 
couples. The other portfolios are “Mother and Child”, “Family”, “The Elegant 
Woman” and “Women in intellectual and practical professions”. The forth 
category, “Classes and Professions”, is a large category containing twelve 
portfolios, among others, “Student”, “Scientist”, “Judge and Layer”, “National 
Socialist” and “Politician”. Instead of including them in this last category, Sander 
made a specific category for the artists. This fifth category exists of writers, 
actors, architects, sculptors, painters and musicians, both composers and 
musicians. The next category is labelled “The City”, containing elements of the 
everyday life on the streets and of political and social happenings. Examples of 
the eleven portfolios in this category are: “Travelling People – Fair and Circus”, 
“Travelling People – Gypsies and Wanderers”, “City Youth”, “People that came to 
my door”, “The Prosecuted”, “Political Prisoners” and “Immigrant Worker”. The 
seventh and last category, containing one portfolio, is called “The Last People”: 
the feeble minded, the sick, the disabled, the vulnerable and the dying. 
 
Sander never completed the project but still gained a lot of attention worldwide 
with his project People of the 20th Century which consisted of over 600 images 
(Roche 2004:1). Between the 22nd of December 2006 and the 21st of March 
2007, Foam_fotografischmuseum in Amsterdam presents a selection of vintage 
prints of the People of the 20th century project by August Sander. Underneath 
three of the photographs are shown. 
 

                                                 
5 Foam website, Current Exhibition. Last accessed 28th of February 2007 
6 Appendix 5 contains a table of the categories and the portfolios within each category. Every 
portfolio exists of several photographs. 
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Figure 7: Bricklayer 
(1928) © Die 
Photographische 
Sammlung/SK Stiftung 
Kultur – August Sander 
Archiv, Cologne, 
Beeldrecht, Amsterdam 
(2006) 
 

Figure 8: Secretary at 
West German Radio, 
Cologne (1931) © Die 
Photographische 
Sammlung/SK Stiftung 
Kultur – August Sander 
Archiv, Cologne; ARS, 
New York (2004) 

Figure 9: Pastrycook 
(1928) © Die 
Photographische 
Sammlung/SK Stiftung 
Kultur-August Sander 
Archiv, Cologne/ARS, NY 
(2004)

1.4 Flora of Europe by Pinar Yolacan 
 

Pinar Yolacan is an art photographer from New York, who is currently working on 
a project in Europe called Flora of Europe. This artist and fashion designer is 
originally from Turkey but has lived and studied in London for several years and 
has been a New York citizen for years now. She has done several interdisciplinary 
photographic projects like her latest “Perishables” (Taxter 2007). As Pinar 
Yolacan states Flora of Europe is an “interdisciplinary, conceptual photographic 
study about physiognomy of women in Europe” (Yolacan 2006:1)7. The project is 
self-labelled as interdisciplinary and takes into account different perspectives 
from different historical and scholarly disciplines like ethnology and 
physiognomy:  

 
“Flora of Europe will be an artistic and visual exploration of "nature vs. nurture" 
discourse, imitating earlier studies of ethnology, manifesting differences of human 
kind through "nature"” (Yolacan 2006:1).  

 
The interdisciplinarity of Yolacan refers perhaps also to her background in both 
art and fashion design, but most importantly it points to how the art project Flora 
of Europe should be seen as a societal interrogation comparable to scholarship. 
Pinar Yolacan will be visiting several European countries and portray elderly 
female natives of different types containing the characteristics of different 
nations. Being a young Eastern female explorer of the West and old world, in a 
very different time and situation than that the young Western male explorers 
found themselves in, Yolacan wants to change or reverse the normative 

                                                 
7 Synopsis Pinar Yolacan Flora of Europe in Appendix 6 
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patriarchal point of view that came about by the first descriptions by the male 
explorers of “the other”, which formed, and still forms, our stereotypical view of 
otherness. The result of this project will be a taxonomical display of portraits 
scheduled to be exhibited at Rivington Arms gallery in New York and possibly 
published in the form of a book. Taxonomy refers to the traditional scientific way 
of ordering and structuring flora and fauna into kinship groups and orders. This 
exhibition has not yet been created, but it is to be expected that the different 
women representing one nation will be placed together. Underneath three 
photographs of selected women, representing the Netherlands, are placed. These 
photographs are made for the selection only and are not the final photographs to 
be exhibited in the Flora of Europe collection.    
 

       
 
Figure 10: Woman 
selected from Dutch 
participants of Flora of 
Europe, Quirijn Backx 
(2006) 

Figure 11: Woman 
selected from Dutch 
participants of Flora of 
Europe, Pinar Yolacan 
(2006) 

Figure 12: Woman 
selected from Dutch 
participants of Flora of 
Europe, Pinar Yolacan 
(2006) 

 
Now that the material has been presented, I will continue with an exploration of 
theories on visual culture, addressing the role of museums in exhibiting and 
offering an approach to both photography and historical studies of physiognomy.   
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Chapter 2: Visual Culture 
 
In addition unpacking the many meanings of visual culture, I will also in the 
following discuss the role of museums in exhibiting and representing Otherness. 
Next I approach photography, followed by an investigation of historical studies of 
physiognomy.  
 
2.1 Visual Culture: Field of Study, Object of Study or Discipline? 
 

Visual culture has been referred to as a field of research, a “post-discipline” and 
the object of this post-discipline. It escapes definition because it takes different 
approaches to the visual than traditional art history, and approaches the social 
like within cultural studies; as a set of significant structures of meaning making, 
power and resistance. This is a field of study without clearly defined borders, 
sometimes the terms visual studies or visual culture studies are used.  
 
According to Nicholas Mirzoeff “visual culture” is an adequate term to cover this 
field, because by keeping “culture” within the term practitioners and critics are 
reminded of the political stakes involved (Mirzoeff 2002:5). W.J.T Mitchell, on the 
other hand, suggests that visual studies should study visual culture, and 
therefore makes a distinction between the field of study and the object of study 
(Mitchell 2002:166). Either way, visual culture cannot be regarded as a 
traditional scientific discipline because it practices beyond traditional disciplinary 
distinction, in other words post-disciplinarity, and is therefore defined as aiming 
to break the limitations of disciplines like art history (Mirzoeff 2002:6). In doing 
so, visual culture focuses on visuality: the broad and hard to define problem 
dealing with the visual. Several authors argue that the definition of visual culture 
should focus on what it does and not what it is (Mirzoeff 2002:20). According to 
Mirzoeff visual culture should be seen as a “tactic for those who do not control 
(…) dominant means of visual production to negotiate the hypervisuality of 
everyday life in a digitized global culture” (Mirzoeff 2002:4). However, visual 
culture is not the only field that works beyond and over disciplinary boundaries: 
 

“The intertwined, or disconnected, issues of race/ethnicity/nationality, sexuality 
and gender at individual, societal and cultural-symbolic level are here also 
considered intrinsic to feminist theory” (Åsberg 2006:42).  

 
This quote shows that feminism and feminist theory challenge disciplinarity and 
have been interdisciplinary from its origins (Pryse 2000). Feminist research and 
Women’s Studies or Gender Studies draw upon different disciplines for its 
approaches, methodologies and theories. Feminism is one of the most important 
perspectives that theorized and historicized visual culture, and therefore the 
fields of feminism and visual culture deeply enlighten each other (Jones 2002:2). 
As Jones points out, visual culture “draws from several complementary models” 
and “takes much of its defining political impetus from feminism and the other 
rights discourses, including anti-racist and postcolonial theory and gay/lesbian or 
queer theory” (Ibid). This interdisciplinary approach of entangled feminist and 
visual culture approaches informs this study as well. However, the field of visual 
culture is of such importance in this study that I need to further elaborate on the 
weak and strong understandings of visual culture in order to explain which 
aspects of visual culture are explicitly used in this study.  
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2.1.1 Strong and Weak Understandings of Visual Culture 
 

Within the field of visual culture and the ways in which it is taught, there is a 
need to distinguish between weak and strong understandings of visual culture 
(Barnard 2001). These different understandings of the term can also be found in 
publications; different authors emphasize different aspects of visual culture 
without explicitly privileging any of them. The weak understanding of visual 
culture is “an inclusive conception” that refers to a great variety of visible things, 
which are both objects of human production and consumption (Barnard 2001:2). 
This approach describes visual culture in terms of what it studies, ranging from 
film, photograph, advertising and popular art to different kinds of design, like 
architecture, fashion and tattooing. The strong understanding, on the other 
hand, stresses the cultural side of visual culture and “refers to the values and 
identities that are constructed and communicated by visual culture” (Barnard 
2001:1). A strong link is suggested within this second approach between visual 
culture and social processes, and its focus is more on the “oppositional nature of 
the visual” and the ways to define identity, opposed to other different cultural 
groups (Ibid). Other researchers, such as the previously mentioned Mitchell and 
Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, offer similar approaches to the weak and strong 
understandings of visual culture, addressed by Barnard (2001)8.  
 
The study of the field visual culture in the strong sense intertwines with social 
history, cultural studies and feminist and postcolonial approaches. It is important 
to note, therefore, that visual culture should not be considered a clearly defined 
scientific discipline, but rather a “post-discipline”, a mode of critical thinking 
directed at all the images our contemporary world is drenched in. Power is 
undeniably a part of the meanings of these images, which are often structured 
and put into a hierarchy, which often privileges the dominant and marginalizes 
the other. The field of visual culture aims at examining those entities that take 
place when visibility intersects with social and political power. Visual culture 
“draws from whatever fields are necessary to produce the knowledge required for 
a particular project” and does not privilege particular disciplines (Grossberg et al. 
1992:2). In a manner typical of feminist cultural studies, I draw on insights and 
analytical tools from the mentioned and overlapping fields of interdisciplinary 
research. In many ways my methodology could then be described as an 
analytical bricolage of visual culture; I take what concepts and understandings I 
need in order to make them work analytically within the new context of this MA 
thesis (Åsberg 2005:80). My study approaches visual culture in the weak sense 
of the term, since it studies the visible objects in art photography, which are 
produced by artists and consumed in museums. However, since I am particularly 
interested in the cultural and social side of visual culture, which studies 
identities, social processes and the attached power relations, this study will 
approach visual culture in the strong sense of the term as well.  
 

                                                 
8 For instance, W.J.T. Mitchell stresses that the social is a very important aspect of visual culture, 
the social as in “the visual construction of the social, not just the social construction of vision” 
(Mitchell 2002:170). From his perspective the definition by Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, who defines 
visual culture as a “social theory of visuality, focusing on questions of what is made visible, who 
sees what, how seeing, knowing, and power are interrelated”, is more limited in describing the 
broad field of visual culture (Hooper-Greenhill 2000:14). Others relate visual culture to social class, 
structure and conflict (Walker and Chaplin 1997:1-2). 
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2.1.2 Theories and Representational Issues of Visual Culture 

 
Representations, culture, and meaning are important concepts in visual culture. 
They are very much related to each other as Stuart Hall stresses in his 
introductory to cultural studies book Representation: Cultural Representations 
and Signifying Practices (2003). He explains that language, because it operates 
as a representational system, is a medium through which meaning is produced 
and through which thoughts, ideas and feelings are represented in a culture (Hall 
2003:1). And since culture is about shared meanings, “representation through 
language is therefore central to the processes by which meaning is produced” 
(Ibid). Representation, using language to make something meaningful to 
someone else, is not a straightforward process, though. There are three 
approaches to representation according to Hall: the reflective approach 
(language reflects an already existing meaning), the intentional approach 
(language can only express the meaning of the author or subject) and the 
constructionist approach (meaning is constructed in and/or through language) 
(Hall 2003:15). This last approach had the most impact on cultural studies and 
consists of two variants: the semiotic approach (associated with linguist 
Ferdinand de Saussure and critic Roland Barthes) and the discursive approach 
(associated with philosopher and historian Michel Foucault) (Hall 2003:6). These 
two approaches are not isolated but can be combined and often are. Like in my 
study, where a semiotic approach is combined with an discursive approach: I 
study the signs in art photography and historical studies of physiognomy in order 
to find out how faces are represented, but additionally I investigate what the 
effects and consequences of these representations are, such as the involved 
power relations. According to Hall the two systems of representation are mental 
representation and language or signs.  
 

“These signs stand for or represent the concepts and the conceptual relations 
between them which we carry around in our heads and together they make up the 
meaning-system of our culture” (Hall 2003:18).    

 
Signs are organized into language in the broad sense of the word, including 
sounds, words, images or objects and thus signs like visual images, facial 
expressions, gestures, fashion, traffic lights etc (Hall 2003:18-19). Signs, 
according to the Saussurian theory of signs, are additionally divided in two 
elements that constantly relate to each other: the signifier and the signified. The 
former meaning the form of the sign (the actual word or image) and the latter 
the idea or concept with which the form is associated (Hall 2003:31). There are 
different kinds of signs, like the iconic sign and the indexical sign (Hall 2003:20-
21). Iconic signs refer to the person, object or event that the sign refers to and 
resembles, for instance, a photograph of person refers to the actual person in the 
photograph. Indexical signs are arbitrary spoken or written signs that do not 
visually bear obvious reference to what they refer to, for instance, the word 
“face” does not look like an actual face.  
 
Foucault did not have a broad definition of “representation” but used it in a 
narrower sense than the semiotics did. The production of knowledge, which came 
into existence through what he described as discourse, instead of language and 
not just meaning, interested him (Hall 2003:42-43). As Hall argues, “Foucault’s 
work was much more historically grounded, more attentive to historical 
specificities, than the semiotic approach” and therefore Foucault was more 
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concerned with power relations than relations of meaning (Hall 2003:43). His 
attention was particularly directed at the different disciplines of knowledge in the 
human and social sciences, because in modern culture these discourses had 
acquired a powerful and prominent role (Ibid). Because knowledge and “truth” 
could only be meaningful within a specific historical context, Foucault did not 
consider illness an objective fact, for instance, because the meaning of illness 
differed in different cultures and different historical periods (Hall 2003:46).      
 
The previous illustrates that meaning is not universal or objective and that power 
relations influence representing and making meaning. In the next part several 
issues will be addressed that directly connect such understandings of culture and 
power to my study, like who is in the position to decide what should be 
represented in a museum, and how meaning is shaped in exhibitions; the role 
museums play in exhibiting, and the way meaning is created in classification and 
display.        
 
2.2 Exhibiting and Representing in Museums: Translating and Making 
Meaning from a Powerful Position  

 
How is meaning created in classification and display? And why is it interesting to 
investigate ethnographic exhibitions and displays? These questions are important 
for my study and knowledge regarding the three exhibitions I presented. 
Henrietta Lidchi has developed a convincing approach to such questions that 
inform this thesis in “The Poetics and the Politics of Exhibiting Other Cultures” 
(2003).  
 
There are several important issues that lie in the nature of museums (Lidchi 
2003:159). The first is representation: the collection and unity stand for, or 
represent, something, a diversity of the existence of objects and ideas (Ibid). 
Classification is another important issue: classifications, categorizations or 
typologies in museums are logical and consistent with the historically specific 
form of knowledge and scholarship (Ibid). A third issue is motivation. The 
motivation of the museum is apparent in its choice of representation, since the 
museum deems this selection of exhibited objects and ideas worthwhile for 
people to watch (Ibid). The last and forth issue is interpretation. Interpretation is 
read in the way museums “acquire, safeguard, conserve and display objects” and 
ideas it exhibits (Lidchi 2003:159-160). Ethnographic museums have to deal with 
the problem of representation, and therefore it is important to analyze their 
exhibitions (Lidchi 2003:153). By analyzing museum exhibitions, that mirror 
themselves through projecting difference onto the Others, knowledge can be 
obtained on how the West categorizes, makes classifications, and represents 
other cultures.    
 

2.2.1 The Poetics and Politics of Exhibiting 
 
“The museum idea” is the belief that museums are ideal for educating and 
instructing the public (Lidchi 2003:191). The primary purpose of exhibitions, 
then, is giving a translation of difference and therefore the motive is creating 
understanding and interpretation (Lidchi 2003:172). In order to translate 
accurately exhibitions take precautions, for instance, they make use of 
indigenous terms to include the voice or agency of the people featured and 
sometimes modify terms so that the metaphor in one cultural language can be 
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understood by another (Lidchi 2003:175). Museums have an important role in 
choosing what and why they exhibit, but they do not only select from culture but 
are part of culture themselves (Durrans in Lidchi 2003:168). Exhibitions do not 
just speak for themselves because artifacts do not necessarily keep their original 
meaning and when the specific historical context cannot be recaptured, 
explanations or translations are necessary sometimes (Lidchi 2003:163). It can 
be assumed that most curators, and museums in general, are aware of their 
determinant role in exhibiting because they attempt to establish when objects 
are collected, by whom, with what purpose, who the maker was and what his or 
her intentions were and how and when it was used (Lidchi 2003:167). 
Sometimes even classifications of the exhibited or photographed people are used 
instead of the Western categories, but despite these attempts, Lidchi questions 
whether this does sufficiently problematize the way these objects acquire 
meanings because these choices are the result of unequal power relations (Lidchi 
2003:167,180,213). Foam is also a museum that has to deal with questions on 
what and how to represent. Its choices regarding exhibiting might partly depend 
on what photographic artist create, but as a museum they have the authority to 
decide on what is worthwhile for the public to see and is thus included in what is 
considered art.   
 
Lidchi explains that museums have been critiqued for two important reasons: the 
first is concerned with the poetics of exhibiting (semiotics and the constructed 
language) and the second with the politics of exhibiting (discourse and power) 
(Lidchi 2003:153). The poetics of exhibiting focus on the way museums make 
objects meaningful and how exhibitions create signification (Lidchi 2003:168). 
The politics of exhibiting provide an alternative way to look at a museum in 
terms of a link between power and knowledge, with the aim of looking at 
discourses that are articulated through the displays. Contrary to semiotician 
Barthes, Michael Foucault believes it is not just language that includes meaning 
“because all knowledge operates as a historically situated social practice” (Lidchi 
2003:185). Foucault believed discourses create categories or distinctions 
between (groups of) people and do not simply reflect real existing classifications 
(Lidchi 2003:186). Exhibitions are usually based on some form of classification or 
typology, such as natural-artificial or the Linnaean natural historical 
classification, but are also based on a hierarchical value system, like curiosities 
and rarities (Lidchi 2003:190). Foucault, sometimes referred to as a visual 
historian, examined the way in which objects and subjects are exhibited, and 
according to him “being seen” is neither natural nor automatic and “an 
ambiguous pleasure, connected to the operation of power” (Lidchi 2003:195). 
However, Foucault’s idea is based on the belief in social control, and, when taken 
far enough, questions if the means of collecting and exhibiting can ever justify 
the actual exhibition (Lidchi 2003:197-198). In sum museums are not innocent 
but systems of representation, they are arbiters of meaning, they are contested 
entities because they have the symbolic but also the institutional power to 
reinforce frameworks, knowledge, distinctions and classifications. In the next 
part photography is presented in a more general sense. 
 
2.3 Approaching Photography in Science and Art 

 
Physiognomic studies demanded the precision of new mechanical modes of 
image making and photography served as the best possible tool for this 
investigation (Gunning 1997:6-7). Even though photography is not 
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predominately a phenomena of science, it is used as a tool in scientific studies, 
like physiognomic studies, but additionally it is used in order to represent the 
aesthetic. In this section I want to focus on photography as a visual technology 
in the intersection of the realms of science and art. The two main aspects of or 
thoughts behind photography according to Roland Barthes (1993) are 
beautification and documentation, which point to why it has been useful in both 
art and science as both an aesthetic and reality describing device. The indexical 
function of photography as documenting fragments of reality has made it a tool 
for modern sciences in its quest for objective representations.  
 
2.3.1 Photographic Documentation 
 

Seeing and knowing are very much related as John Berger (1982) explains in his 
book Ways of Seeing:  
 

“The way we see things is affected by what we know or what we believe. (…) We 
only see what we look at. To look is an act of choice. (…) We never look at just 
one thing, we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves” 
(Berger 1982:8-9).  

 
After the camera was invented, the visible came to mean something different, it 
changed the way we saw (Berger 1982:18). This indicated that photography is 
linked to history and the documentation of the reality. One of the most important 
theorists on photography, who also addresses the issue of reality, is Roland 
Barthes. He states that photography is “certainty that such a thing 
[photographed] has existed: not a question of exactitude, but of reality” (Barthes 
1993:80). Because photography is a means of representation, it is considered to 
give the most accurate representation of reality and is thus often used as a form 
of documentation. Be that as it may, the role of the photographer and the 
spectator are crucial in photography, because the truth is dependent on the 
material existence of both a photograph and the embodied actors relating to it. 
This has been articulated in a fruitful way by popular visual historian John 
Berger: 
 

“Every image embodies a way of seeing. Even a photograph. For photographers 
are not, as is often assumed, a mechanical record. Every time we look at a 
photograph, we are aware, however slightly, of the photographer selecting that 
sight from an infinity of other possible sights. (…) The photographer’s way of 
seeing is reflected in his choice of subject” (Berger 1982:10).  

 
The spectator and the subject of a photograph are interrelated; photographers 
select and determine to a certain extent the content or meaning of an image or 
photograph. As soon as photographic manipulation in the intentional sense was 
discovered, in the mid-1840s when a German photographer came up with the 
first technique for retouching and editing the negative, the truth-telling quality of 
photography was paired with an awareness of its ability to be edited. That now 
the camera not necessary was a tool of truthful representations, made in fact 
photography even more popular (Sontag 1977:86). Succinctly, this ambivalent 
characteristic or doubleness of photography has drastically been further 
underlined by the introduction of digital photography; which increases the 
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possibilities of changing or creating photographs or images that are far from 
being a reflection of the truth or reality, but manipulated into fiction9.  
 
2.3.2 Beautification in Photography  
 
Beautification is concerned with beauty and being beautiful. Linked with 
photography, the aesthetic purpose is capturing beauty on photo, but also by 
making something ordinary beautiful by enlarging it, for example. The 
photographer Julia Margaret Cameron claims that photography qualifies as art 
because it also seeks the beautiful (Sontag 1977:127). In his classic 1973’s 
report on the status of art in modern times (when reproductive techniques made 
mass distribution and endless copies possible thus tinkering with the very notion 
of authenticity), critical scholar Walter Benjamin has written on the use of 
aesthetics. Berger also discusses whether photography can be considered an art, 
but whether this is the case or not, photography does seek the beautiful: 
 

“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” (Sontag 1977:89).  

 
Ordinary realities can be transformed into extraordinary visual beauty with the 
use of a camera and the photographer, for instance by using techniques as 
enlargement or new creative perspectives. Even though photographs aim at 
depicting beauty, when photographed some are afraid of the camera’s 
disapproval (Sontag 1977:85). Most of these people concerned with being 
beautiful, however, are female because women historically have had to carry a 
heavy oak of conforming to ideals of beauty in the European context (Bordo 
1993). Because beauty and femininity have become so easily and naturally 
linked I want to be particularly sensitive towards the gender aspects of 
photography. 
 
2.3.3 Gendered Photography: Photographic Spectatorship and 
Voyeuristic Dualisms  

 
Women and men are generally viewed different in photography. Berger explains 
that “(t)he social presence of a woman is different in kind from that of a man”, 
because all women are born “into the keeping of men” a woman must “survey 
herself continually”, and thus she becomes the constant surveyed and the 
surveyor of herself (Berger 1972:45-46). In European oil paintings of nudes, the 
central character is never painted because he is the spectator in front of the 
picture and additionally “he is presumed to be a man” (Berger 1972:54). Thus 
women and men are depicted and represented different because the spectator is 
always assumed to be male and the image of a woman is always there to flatter 
him (Berger 1972:64). This inequality is deeply embedded in our culture, claims 
Berger, and “structures the consciousness of many women” because like men 
they survey themselves (Berger 1972:63). And therefore, willingly or unwillingly, 
women are observed twice as much as men are, they are watched by men and 
by themselves. Besides the obvious Men-Women juxtaposition, other dualisms 

                                                 
9 The issue of truth, separating fact for fiction, is not easily dealt with, I am well aware. However, 
this study will not approach the photographic exhibition in a manner of reflecting truthfulness or 
not , and therefore I will not discuss this any further.  
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are present in traditional cinema and photography that are interesting for the 
analysis of gender differences, like Spectator-Audience, Gaze-Spectacle, and 
Subject-Object10. Laura Mulvey, known for her “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema” (1975), addressed these dualisms as well when she conducted cinema 
and film analysis. Although Mulvey intended her work and theory to be for and 
for a traditional Hollywood cinema/film analysis, I think some terms and 
thoughts can be useful when analyzing the gendered components and structures 
of photography. Mulvey demonstrates the way the unconscious of patriarchal 
society has structured film form and endowed cinema with a gendered imbalance 
when it comes to the pleasure in looking and being looked at (Mulvey 1975:6, 
11). All three levels of this cinematic gaze (the camera, the character and the 
spectator) objectify the female character, turning her into a spectacle (Smelik 
1998:10). According to Mulvey and Berger, films and photographs are based on 
two ways of looking, scopophilia and narcissism11, and this ultimately means they 
are made from a male perspective; using the female as the object of sexual 
stimulation. Mulvey’s notion of “the male gaze” has become the term for complex 
mechanisms in cinema that include structures of voyeurism, narcissism and 
fetishism (Smelik 1998:11). Both Mulvey and Berger, who relied on theories of 
Mulvey, were very influential from the 1970s onwards in understanding gendered 
spectatorship in practices of looking. However, recent feminist work on this 
power imbued gender relationship between becoming image and spectator has 
nuanced this description in the light of how late modern masculinities also 
involve self-disciplinar acts of visual performances and also as a way of 
theorizing female spectatorship (Stacey 1994; Doane 1987). The spectator/star 
relation emphasizes difference over similarity and thus it should be noted that in 
contemporary feminist visual studies, gender roles and spectatorship are thus 
much more nuanced. Nevertheless, I believe Mulvey’s theories enlighten 
adequately how complicated and gendered spectatorship can be.     
 
In sum, photographs can be considered framed renditions of partial truths that 
are very much influenced by the photographer, the referent or subject, and the 
spectator or viewer. Photography is a reflection of several truths and it often 
seeks to both document parts of reality frozen in time and space, and also, 
captures the beautiful. Especially when regarding beauty, I would like to suggest 
that some attentiveness is in place regarding gendered binary elements in 
spectatorship. At this point in my thesis it is time to detail the relationship 
between photographic and scientific practices of looking and documenting in 
relation to the historically charged scientific discipline of physiognomy. 
 
2.4 Approaches to the Historical Studies of Physiognomy 
 
In investigating historical conventions of portraiture as they relate to the 
scientific traditions of visual documentation, I rely on scholarly work within the 
                                                 
10 There are more dualisms in photographs, for instance, Active-Passive, One-Other and Public-
Private. The relationship of the positive with the negative, of black and white, is surely one of 
photography’s most important qualities. This distinction between public and private, for instance, 
used to be very clear, fitting into schemas and classifications, providing an uncomplicated view of 
the world (Sontag 1977:156). This private-public dualism has changed dramatically, however, 
because photography not only makes our apprehension of the world easier but also points at the 
countless diversity in our world that make reality unclassifiable all together (Sontag 1977:80). 
11 Scopophilia refers to the pleasure in using another person as an object of sexual stimulation, and 
Narcissism is the identification with the image through the spectator’s fascination with and 
recognition of his likeness (Mulvey 1999:62). 
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field history of science. Of special interest are specific studies done on the 
science of physiognomy and the documentation of facial expressions.  
 
2.4.1 Defining Physiognomy: in Search of the Subject on the Surface  
 

“The face is probably the most important site of nonverbal communication. Apart 
from the expression of emotions, the human brain is specialized for remembering 
faces, and across cultures people engage in spotting family resemblances in 
physiognomy” (Salter 1996:214).  

 
As the quote above indicates: scientists search for similarities in faces and try, or 
have tried, to make classifications or typologies. According to visual historian 
Tom Gunning physiognomy is “a science of facial classification that had been 
basically antiqued by the twentieth century” (Gunning 1997:3). It is thus an out-
dated discipline that none the less was part of a period-specific larger scientific 
and cultural concern with facial and other bodily differences that are still 
operating in contemporary cultures. This physiognomic classification practice is 
made through rather peculiar circle reasoning where the character of the 
individual was explained through the general trait, which was constructed of the 
individual trait in the first place (Berland 2003:269). Despite this questionable 
reasoning, an important relation of physiognomy is touched upon by Aristotle: 
the body-soul relation or the inner-outer relation (Aristotle translated by Taylor 
quoted in Benedict 1995:313). Physiognomy was based on the assumption that 
the outer surface (the body) gave knowledge of what the inside (the soul) 
contains. Thus, by reading the facial features one could know a person’s 
character or even his or her soul. Currently I will explore the history of 
physiognomy and its origins. 
 
2.4.2 Approaching the History of Physiognomy  

 
The Greek words physis (meaning ‘nature’) and gnosis (meaning ‘knowledge’ of 
the human nature), pointed to ideas behind physiognomy. The true origin of 
physiognomy is unclear but several authors believe that physiognomy had its 
roots in “texts from antiquity attributed to Aristotle and Phythagoras which trace 
the relation between physical appearance and character” (Gunning 1997:3). 
Some believe that “the formal study of physiognomy (…) begun with Pythagoras, 
whose views are developed in Physiognomica (sometimes attributed to Aristotle)” 
(Kemp 1998:40). Others points out that it was Aristotle who founded the 
scientific interest with “the morphological structure of the face and body” in his 
pioneering Physiognomonika (Frey quoted in Shookman 1993:65). Either way, 
the basic concept of physiognomy “remained the definitive concept for the 
Western imagination ever since” (Kemp 1998:40). Yet, not only classical 
antiquity but also ancient cultures (Egypt, Arabia and China) valued studies of 
physiognomy, additionally physiognomy was fully integrated in science because it 
was bound up with medicine and physiology from the eleventh to the eighteenth 
century (Ibid). According to the physiognomist John Spon, physiognomy has 
obvious general principles, it is our duty to study these principles in order to 
understand nature, and any human creature willing to study can become a 
“student of character” (Spon 1947:11). Others have indicated that the study of 
physiognomy, the relation between facial expression and inner states, was not so 
simple and translatable as Spon seemed to think (Kemp 1998:40).  
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Physiognomy was not always popular. Late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
century authors and natural philosophers remained hostile to physiognomy, and 
changes like rationalism or the growth of literacy did not eliminate physiognomy 
but “drove it underground” (Benedict 1995:314). Nonetheless, in nineteenth 
century Paris, physiognomy became a popular social science. Literary critic Kevin 
Berland points out that physiognomy has become a key component in fiction and 
the visual arts, a field “which has received abundant critical attention over the 
past thirty years” (Berland 2003:267). Despite the many commemorations of 
physiognomic studies, these critiques are rather recent since “there has not been 
nearly as much critical work done on the history, logic, theory, and varying 
methods of the major exponents of physiognomy” before the 1970s (Ibid). One 
critique directed at physiognomy is that it “attempted to reduce classes and 
professions to stable and recognizable stereotypes” (Gunning 1997:5). The 
studies of physiognomy did not all have positive consequences for everyone. 
Because “(s)kin color is probably the most salient classifying physiognomic 
characteristic, carrying far-reaching consequences” (Birenbaum-Carmeli 
2002:371), physiognomy was used to delineate social and racial categories and 
continued in Europe until World War II (Benedict 1995:312). McClintock suggests 
that “skin color (…) is the crucial sign of otherness” but what ‘race’ precisely 
contained was rather vague (McClintock 1995:52). McClintock suggests that after 
mid century an analogy emerged between racial, class and gender degeneration, 
and this made way for “the ‘abnormal’ zone of racial degeneration (McClintock 
1995:44). Race as a marker of power was imprecise and inadequate, and 
therefore race was used to invent distinctions between classes and gender was 
used to make distinctions among the different races (McClintock 1995:53- 54)12. 
Some categories challenged the dualisms that were so desperately kept in tact. 
As McClintock explains, this was ‘solved’ by the coming into existence of the 
concept of “white Negroes”: the Irish, Jews, prostitutes, the working-class, 
domestic workers etc who could not be marked and dominated on the basis of 
skin colour13. Those who blurred racial boundaries were marginalized in order to 
keep the dualisms in tact.  
 
2.4.3 Knowing Physiognomy: Science or Art? 

 
Physiognomy is a scientific discourse according to John Spon who writes about 
this in his book The Science of Physiognomy: Theoretical and Practical (1947). 
But whether all studies on physiognomy have produced scientific knowledge is 
disputable: 
 

“(w)hile the tradition of physiognomy is complex, one can see a consistent drift in 
its conceptions as it moves from traditional systems of occult knowledge to a 
modern discourse with at least pretences to being a science” (Gunning 1997:5).  

 

                                                 
12 Bedoee believed, for instance, that there is a difference, both physical and intellectual, between 
“those in Britain with protruding jaws [the Irish, Welsh and lower classes] and those with less 
protruding jaws [men of genius]” (Sturken & Cartwright 2001:282). In 3.1, in the chapter on the 
Family Tree analysis, a more detailed description of the rhetoric of race, class and gender is 
presented in relation to the traditional form of a family tree.    
13 Prostitutes, for instance, obscured the boundary of private and public, paid work and unpaid 
work and were thus placed within the category called “white Negroes” (McClintock 1995:56). 
Another example is that men’s skin is generally darker than the skin of women, and adults’ skin is 
lighter than that of children (Birenbaum-Carmeli 2002:371). 
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Physiognomy was rather incorporated under the umbrella of Arts, especially 
when under the influence of philosopher Descartes at the beginning of the 
modern age: “(p)hysiognomy became reinterpreted as a guide to visual 
representation in the arts” (Gunning 1997:4). Yet, physiognomy has never been 
fully regarded as a science and this might precisely be because, like portraiture it 
has one foot in the arts and one in science (Kemp 1998:43). According to literary 
and visual culture theorist Sandra Kemp the portrayed face is central to art 
because “(b)oth cultural and art theorists have argued that the history of modern 
self-identity and of subjectivity is inseparable from the portrayal of the human 
face” (Kemp 1998:39). There have been several physiognomists, for example 
John Caspar Lavater, who argue that physiognomy is definitely a science and 
through studying faces God and the divinity can be seen; an aesthetic ideal 
(Benedict 1995:322). Because it related to so many different fields of study and 
discourses, such as science, art, medicine and religion, physiognomy was hard to 
place within a single banner.  
 
2.4.4 Historical Physiognomic Studies by Guillaume Benjamin Duchenne 
and Jean-Martin Charcot 

 
Charles Le Brun (1688) was one of the first to deal with the traditional domain of 
physiognomy: facial structure and facial expressions rather than type (Gunning 
1997:2-3). Physiognomy became more known and influenced realistic and 
romantic aesthetics of the nineteenth century with the Physiognomische 
Fragmente of Swiss theologian Johan Caspar Lavater, published in 1775 (Ibid).  
Lavater was convinced that physiognomy said a lot about the observer and not 
only about the observed: “physiognomy presupposes a unity between observer 
and observed, object and meaning, sign and significance that heroicizes naïve 
perception” but in fact it “exposes the character not of the observed object, but 
of the observer” (Benedict 1995:318-319). Lavater positioned physiognomy in 
relation with Christian religion and aesthetic theories and confesses that he 
“knows and thus can teach [nature’s involuntary] language [of physical 
appearance] only imperfectly” (Shookman 1993:2).  
 
Guillaume Benjamin Duchenne (Duchenne de Boulogne) was a founder of 
neurology in France and “his pioneering work in the classification of neurological 
disorders was often based on his innovative use of electricity to stimulate directly 
muscles and nerves” (Gunning 1997:7). Duchenne believed, like Lavater, that he 
was dealing with the language of God: “(f)or Duchenne the face was an 
extremely flexible medium on which the spirit writes a translatable message of 
emotions in a language created by God himself” (Gunning 1997:10). He made 
photographic studies of human expression and is known for his early description 
of muscular dystrophy and his research on the physiology of neuropathological 
movement (Cartwright 1995:60-61). Duchenne’s major goal was to identify the 
muscles and motor nerves in the face and their role in a variety of expressions, 
and thus he literally tried to reveal the “invisible face behind the visible” 
(Gunning 1997:8). Duchenne differs from earlier physiognomies because of “his 
positivist scientific ambitions and his use of modern technology” (Gunning 
1997:7). In the 1850s Duchenne photographed the devastating results of 
neurological diseases, using the new technology of photography for medical 
purposes (Ibid). Because Duchenne was interested in the face in motion, “(h)e 
combined electricity and photography in his investigation of the mechanism of 
human facial expression which was published in 1862” (Ibid). Duchenne used 
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photographs to document his experiments of applying electronic shock to 
subjects’ faces in order to create a system for understanding facial expression 
(see figure 13 and 14).  
 
“Duchenne’s aim was to establish the universality of human expression, and 
photography was an essential tool in his project” (Sturken & Cartwright 
2001:283). He was convinced that photography was the ideal means to improve 
scientific observation: “(t)he electrode could affect a facial muscle in isolation 
while photography could capture a facial contraction that was much too brief to 
be otherwise recorded” (Gunning 1997:8). According to Duchenne others tried in 
vain to represent his subjects’ faces but “(o)nly photography, as truthful as a 
mirror, could obtain such a desirable perfection” (Ibid). Duchenne severely 
believed in the accuracy of the camera as a means for documenting his 
physiognomic studies.  
 

 
 
Figure 13. Duchenne de Boulogne      Figure 14. Duchenne's 'little comedy': 
demonstrating his electrode-induced      an aesthetic study of female expression14. 
expressions, 1862.  
 
Like Duchenne, his teacher and master, Jean-Martin Charcot was a neurologist, 
who also combined electricity and photography in his investigation of the 
mechanism of human facial expression (Cartwright 1995:99, xiii; Gunning 
1997:7). The most famous and complex use of photography to record facial 
movement and expression came from Charcot (Gunning 1997:13). He was the 
head physician of the Salpêtrière (a Parisian charity hospital for women) in 1878, 
and had a Photographic Service with a glass roofed studio and a photographic 
laboratory at his service, including his own photographer Albert Londe (Gunning 

                                                 
14 Figure 13 and 14 are from Tom Gunning “In Your Face: Physiognomy. Photography, and the 
Gnostic Mission of Early Film” in Modernism/Modernity, Volume: 4, Issue: 1 (January 1, 1997), pp 
1-29. 
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1997:13; Cartwright 1995:41). His physiognomic photographs and his patients 
were published in the three volumes of the Iconographie photogarphique de la 
Salpêtrière in 1876, 1877 and 1879 (Gunning 1997:15). Charcot was not only 
interested in the face as Duchenne was, but devoted himself to what he 
diagnosed as hysteria, and “he and his staff launch[ed] a battery of visual 
studies of subjects in various stages of hysterical episodes” (Sturken and 
Cartwright 2001:283). The visual studies contained performances, drawings from 
life and photographs, photographic sessions, measuring changes in position over 
time in sequential photographs, and even making visual motion studies (Ibid). 
Charcot “claimed to have discovered predictable patterns to this behavior (…) 
giving the disease a character that could be analyzed and diagnosed” (Gunning 
1997:13). Just like Duchenne, Charcot believed in the use of photography: 
“Charcot believed in observation as a key to knowledge, and saw the photograph 
as an ideal means for extending one’s ability to observe” (Sturken and 
Cartwright 2001:284). As Charcot declared: “… in truth I am absolutely nothing 
but a photographer; I inscribe what I see” (in Baer quoted in Gunning 1997:13). 
But photography was not the only visual means Charcot used: in his 
investigation of hysteria the visual demonstration and diagnosis played an 
important role. In his famous “Tuesday Lessons”, Charcot not only paraded his 
female patients and their symptoms before spectators including doctors, such as 
Viennese physician Sigmund Freud, and members of high society, but next to 
displaying their symptoms he influenced their behaviour (Gunning 1997:14) 15. 
Even though it is now widely known that Charcot influenced his patients’ 
behaviour, Charcot and his colleagues believed otherwise. They were convinced 
that they were “observing pathological processes as they occurred spontaneously 
in the bodies of their charges” (Cartwright 1995:99). 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Tuesday Sessions with 
Charcot 
 

 
In sum, physiognomy, the study of facial features, has been characterized by the 
relation between the inner soul of a person and his outer facial appearance. 
Whether physiognomy is a science or an art, it most certainly influenced the 
development of photography and motion studies. Physiognomic studies by 
Duchenne and Charcot, both heavily relying on photography, left their mark on 
knowledge produced by the historical studies of physiognomy in general. In the 
next analytical chapters I will conduct a close reading of my material, the three 
photographic exhibitions, in relation to previous research within the fields of, 
(visual) cultural studies and feminist studies.  

                                                 
15 See figure 15 Tuesday Sessions with Charcot 
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Chapter 3: Analysis of Art Photography  
 
In order to conduct this analysis as engaged and accountable with the object of 
study as possible, I borrow the concept of “passionate critique” from Cecilia 
Åsberg (2005:3). This is a form of study with open ends that tries not to shut out 
other interpretative possibilities and depict the hegemonic position with 
interpretative privilege as evil, or, indirectly claim to hold the truth oneself about 
how it really, really is. Laying open a fruitful place for discussion I will now 
analyse respectively the exhibitions Family Tree, People of the 20th Century and 
Flora of Europe.  
   
3.1 Analysis Family Tree by Ringel Goslinga 

 
The chapter on material contained a description of the exhibition Family Tree by 
Ringel Goslinga. In this chapter I conduct a close reading of this exhibition, with 
the help of tools I gathered from the critical studies of visual culture and feminist 
theory and the historical studies of physiognomy.  
 
3.1.1 Family Tree: a New Form of Genealogy or the Direct Offspring of 

the Traditional Evolutionary “Family Tree of Man”?  
 
Imperial science drew on the invention of what Anne McClintock calls panoptical 
time and anachronistic space (McClintock 1995:36). The first trope, panoptical 
time, is “the image of global history consumed – at a glance – in a single 
spectacle from the point of privileged invisibility” (McClintock 1995:37). In order 
to meet the scientific standards set by historians in the eighteenth century, and 
to visualize this evolutionary progress, the figure of a Family Tree of Man 
emerged (Ibid). The Tree offered an ancient image of a natural genealogy of 
power with three principles. Firstly, other cultures appear to be organized within 
European narrative. Secondly, human history is naturally teleological with an 
upward growth, with Europe at the top. And thirdly, historical discontinuities can 
be ranked, restrained and subordinated into an hierarchical structure in branches 
(Ibid).  
 
Family Tree does not completely resemble the traditional form of a family tree. 
By including portraits of social relations and not only genetic relatives, Goslinga 
indicates that his understanding of what “family” is exceeds the traditional, 
conventional, family tree, where the offspring is systematically the next branch 
of the tree. Goslinga’s family tree does not intend to preserve and protect the 
white bourgeois bloodline from degenerating, as was the aim of traditional family 
trees. Neither is Family Tree embedded in the discourse of eugenics, the study of 
the possibility of racial improvement through selective breeding and other 
methods, like the traditional family tree. However, Goslinga does use the familiar 
tree metaphor for describing an extended family that includes social relations. 
Recent biological theories of kinship left the tree metaphor for the bush 
metaphor. Goslinga’s tree resembles more this bush metaphor, which is 
branched horizontally and disorganized rather than vertically and straight. 
Another metaphor that I believe is applicable to Family Tree, used by feminist 
philosopher Rosi Braidotti, is the rhizome. Braidotti argues that nomadic 
becomings should be rhizomatic, in the sense that they are “complex and 
dissonant” (Braidotti 2002:261). Since Family Tree is also complex and non-
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linear, I suggest the photographs in this exhibition are exhibited in a rhizomatic 
way. I want to explore the traditional form of a family tree further, and discuss 
the established way the family of man and the related image of a tree have been 
presented, in order to relate this to Goslinga’s Family Tree. 
 
Can the old notion of the tree, the natural power lineage with three principles, 
also be present in Family Tree? Goslinga’s lineage might be considered organized 
within a European narrative, because both Goslinga and his lineage in Family 
Tree are Dutch and, additionally, present in the Dutch context. Even though the 
past series of Family Tree is chronologically ordered from left to right and the 
exhibition is divided in series according to present, past and contemporary, 
Family Tree is not clearly teleological with an upward growth because age and 
genetics are not the only determining factors. The third principle, prescribing and 
ranking a hierarchical structure in branches, is present in Family Tree since it is 
structured, but there is no clear normative ranking or subordination in 
hierarchical structures. Although his mother and father are positioned in the 
centre of the two series involving his parents, for example, biological and social 
relations are equally important and therefore certain portraits are not valued 
higher than others16.  
 
This traditional image of a tree was combined with another image: the Family of 
Man. The evolutionary progress is represented by different types and visualized 
in a linear manner of progress (McClintock 1995:38). The combination of tree 
and family, the family Tree of Man, provided scientific racism with a gendered 
image: a depicted lineage of only male homo sapiens (McClintock 1995:39). In 
the images of panoptical time, history appears static and fixed, but this changed, 
with the invention of anachronistic space:  
  

“the agency of women, the colonized and the industrial working class are 
disavowed and projected onto anachronistic space: prehistoric, atavistic and 
irrational, inherently out of place in the historical time of modernity” (McClintock 
1995:40).  

 
Race, class and gender were gathered into one narrative by the image of the 
Family of Man. There are two explanations for the power and importance of this 
family trope: “the family image came to figure hierarchy within unity as an 
organic element of historical progress” and therefore social hierarchy could be 
depicted in familial terms, and secondly, the family offered a trope figuring 
historical time, which meant that imperial intervention could be figured as a 
linear progression that naturally contained hierarchy in unity (McClintock 
1995:45). In the last decades of the nineteenth century, the term “race” was 
used in different ways: as synonymous with “species”, “culture”, “nation” or 
biological ethnicity (McClintock 1995:52). The features of the face spelled out the 
character of the race. With the use of the family Tree of Man, previous 
distinctions that were difficult to define were now made with less effort and more 
authority. Science started to use different criteria in defining racial difference and 

                                                 
16 The position of the parents might indicate their influential and central position in Goslinga’s life, 
which might be expected, though, because all the portraits surrounding them are closely related to 
these two figures. Still, there is no clear hierarchical structure involved, the portraits positioned 
higher on the wall are not more or less important than the ones positioned lower. 
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different parts of the body were measured17. In making distinctions the “other” is 
defined to define the self. The white heterosexual male colonizers projected 
everything they did not want to be, or thought they were not, on to the other. 
Thus the white woman was considered asexual, the black female was sexualized, 
the black man was feminized and the poor were racialized. As McClintock 
(1995:54-55) points out: the rhetoric of race was used in order to make 
distinctions between classes, in the contemporary sense of the term (the poor 
were compared with the black), the rhetoric of gender was used to make 
distinctions between different races (white women were seen as a degenerate 
race) and the rhetoric of class was used to distinguish between other races (the 
black male was seen as the top of the black race, but was displayed in a typical 
white feminine way). The English middle class male was placed at the peak of 
the evolutionary hierarchy (McClintock 1995:55). As a result: 
 

“a three-dimensional map of social difference had emerged, in which minute 
shadings of racial, class and gender hierarchy could be putatively measured 
across space: the measurable space of the empirical body” (McClintock 1995:51). 

 
This mapping out of race, gender and class has defined the way we regard and 
categorize humans, with all the hierarchical norms and consequences attached.  
 
Goslinga does not conform to the traditional gendered genealogy of the scientific 
racism and the family Tree of Man. In Family Tree both genders are equally 
present and there is no hierarchical structure visible based on gender. Several of 
the photographs point to Goslinga’s class position. He wanted to include his 
mother’s farmer background18, and the people in the series of his past indicate 
his class as well: a childhood psychiatrist and colleagues of Goslinga from 
logistics and photography indicate a relative wealthy position. Being a white male 
one could argue Goslinga is in a privileged position. Because he speaks from this 
privileged position, the dominant version of human similarities and differences is 
kept intact. For example, the famous photography exhibition “The Family of Man” 
shows human similarities and essence, and Barthes (1972:100-102) questions 
the perspective from which this is done: difference as a good thing can only be 
kept intact from the privileged dominant position19. This is equally true for Family 
Tree and Goslinga. Not because, but perhaps rather despite speaking from a 
privileged position, I would like to suggest that Goslinga offers an example of a 
photographic exhibition that is inventive and breaks with the conventions that 
were present during the making of the notion of the Family Tree of Man. Goslinga 
believes he defines himself by depicting the people surrounding him, and with 
that he does not focus specifically on difference or resemblance, but believes that 
by adding up (parts) of the portrayed people the viewer should be able to know 
him20. Hence, he does not reproduce the way colonizers defined “the other” to 
define themselves. 
 

                                                 
17 McClintock provides some examples, for instance, “the length and shape of the head, protrusion 
of the jaw, the distance between the peak of the head and the bow, flatheadedness, a “snouty” 
profile, (…), the flatness of the nose, (…), excessive wrinkles and facial hair” (McClintock 1995:50).   
18 These portraits can be found in the appendix 2, positioned to the left in the mother’s circle series. 
19 My gratitude goes out to Professor Gloria Wekker who provided me with a draft of her lecture on 
“The Family of Man” for the course “Politics of Representation” at the Women’s studies department 
University Utrecht.  
20 It remains a question what, or which parts of the portrayed, exactly, define Goslinga. 
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3.1.2 Differences and Similarities: Family Tree and Historical Studies of 

Physiognomy  
 

Unlike the historical physiognomic studies, People of the 20th Century and Flora 
of Europe, the categorizations in Family Tree are initially personal and do not 
represent another larger societal typology, like emotions, a society or a nation. 
Ringel Goslinga portrayed his biological and social relatives. Nonetheless, the 
personal level and social level are interrelated: individuals take societal 
typologies as examples and appropriate them to their own personal 
circumstances. In order to know how typologies on larger scales and levels are 
appropriated, it is fruitful to study typologies on the personal level, like the 
exhibition Family Tree. Stuart Hall very adequately points out that making 
categorizations helps us to understand all the complexities in the world:  
 

“The great advantage of the concepts and classifications of the culture which we 
carry around with us in our heads is that they enable us to think about things, 
whether they are there, present, or not; indeed, whether they ever existed or not” 
(Hall 2003:62).  

 
Following Hall, classifications help us to understand and make sense of the world 
around us. These categories or concepts can be real objects but also desires, 
fantasies, and imaginations. The process of categorizing relies on knowledge and 
older information about categories from the past as well. Goslinga made use of a 
typology and divided his Family Tree into four series partly based on notions of 
the family tree21. There is no hierarchy in Family Tree: Goslinga left behind the 
top down order of the traditional family tree.  
 
In chapter three it became clear that physiognomy is based on the assumption 
that the outer surface (the body or face) can provide knowledge of the inside 
(the soul or character of a person). In other words, the face represents the entire 
subject. Goslinga’s work is based on a similar assumption: the portraits in Family 
Tree signify his portrayed relations. Goslinga, though, is convinced that it is not 
necessary to include a portrait of himself in the exhibition, because the viewer 
can form an idea of him by seeing the other portraits. All the portraits in Family 
Tree together represent Goslinga himself. Consequently, one can argue that 
Goslinga has taken this physiognomic assumption a step further: the outer 
surface (the portraits) does not only give knowledge of the inside (the character 
of the portrayed subjects) but even of the photographer.   
 
Besides taking the physiognomic assumption that the inner subject can be known 
by studying the outer surface and applying it in a new way, other physiognomic 
conventions are left out by Goslinga. The subjects in the Family Tree 

                                                 
21 I am aware that several interpretations are possible and available of Family Tree and that these 
interpretations are based on who investigates them and with what tools this is done. I had the 
fortunate opportunity to meet Goslinga at the exhibition, and to be informed on his interpretation. 
He elaborated on the structure of the project in general and explained his motivation for certain 
choices, for instance, including the eccentric father of his primary school friend and not his actual 
friend (appendix 1 photograph c4). He explained that he and his friend used to play in the father’s 
room, which was dark and contained unusual but interesting objects for boys his age, like embryos 
in jars. This experience, he realized, made more of an impression on him than his friend did, and 
therefore he included the father and left out the friend. This choice shows that Goslinga is aware 
that certain experiences, even though they might be based on one occasion, can influence a person 
more than a long-term presence.  
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photographs are not denied their agency. This is in contrast with the 
physiognomic photographic studies by Duchenne; Goslinga’s subjects are 
photographed in their own surroundings and have given their consent. Visual 
culture and science scholar Lisa Cartwright (1995), critiqued the studies by 
Duchenne on aspects directed towards the lack of agency of the subjects and the 
active manipulation of the scientists in the physiognomic studies. The request of 
two subjects in Goslinga’s surroundings not to be photographed was granted by 
him: an entirely black photograph represents these two.  
 
3.1.3 Contextualizing Family Tree: Ringel Goslinga, Family Tree and the 
Viewer 

 
Photography proved to be a very complex practice. Four photographic issues are 
important to investigate when dealing with photography: the photographer, the 
image/photograph and its referent/subject, the viewer/spectator, and the 
context, including the attached power relations (Sturken and Cartwright 
2001:45). The photographs in Family Tree show different subjects that provide 
the viewer with a lot of information. First of all, through these photographs 
information about the artist is revealed, like his Dutch descent from a family that 
probably exists of mostly heterosexual relations and the people that surrounded 
him in his youth and consequently partly formed his personality socially. For 
instance, the inclusion of both his logistics and photography colleagues show the 
beginning of his professional career. By including people like his first girlfriend 
and primary schoolteacher, but also various relatives like his uncle and 
grandmother, the artist creates a familiar situation for the viewer to which the 
viewer can relate.  
 
Early physiognomist Lavater claimed that a photograph says a lot about the 
photographer. Though Lavater might have intended this differently, this claim is 
very applicable to Family Tree. The photographs in Family Tree and the added 
texts, which explain how the portrayed are related to the photographer, explain 
who Ringel Goslinga is by showing the people that socially and biologically 
formed him. The photographs tell Goslinga’s story, his history, his autobiography 
through depicting the portrayed people that are close to him but also the way the 
photographs are made and organized point to this. By depicting his stepfather 
and the second and third wife of his father, for example, he gives an idea about 
his childhood family life, growing up with divorced parents who start new 
relationships. Furthermore, by photographing every relation in black and white, 
Goslinga might be stressing the equality of all his relatives. His view of these 
people and of himself is reflected in the way he organized the portraits within the 
different series of Family Tree. As can be concluded from the provided beginning 
and end dates, the indications placed after the stated relations in the added 
texts, some relations are still proceeding and others have stopped. In his past 
series most relations have stopped but in his present surroundings all the 
relations are continuing. There are even relations that only demonstrate the end 
of their acquaintance, as is the case with the ex-boyfriend of his aunt (1975). 
The reason for the end of the social contact is unclear, in the case with his uncle 
on father’s side (2004), it is undecided whether, for instance, his uncle broke 
contact with Goslinga and/or the family, or died.  
 

Meaning and interpretations are, however, not only produced by the 
photographer and the image itself, but by the viewer who interprets or 
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experiences the image as well. Meaning is not completely arbitrary and therefore 
the way I, or any other viewer, might interpret this exhibition may very well not 
be the way Goslinga intended it to come across. This, however, does not make 
the interpretation of the viewer less or more accurate. By portraying his life, his 
family and his social relations the artist makes it easy for the viewer to relate to 
him. Since most viewers have parents, friends, a first love and a schoolteacher 
they can identify with Goslinga’s situation. Because viewers are most likely Dutch 
or European, because Family Tree is exhibited at Foam in the Netherlands, they 
share a lot of cultural context with Goslinga and it is likely that they understand 
the signs in his exhibition.    
 
Family Tree is placed in a well-established art museum in Amsterdam, Foam-
fotografischmuseum. This context is essential to the meaning of the exhibited 
photographs and provides the exhibition with an authority. Because Foam 
included Family Tree in their collection, its viewers likely accept Goslinga within 
the artistic photography canon. Even though this photographic exhibition is 
based on a traditional scientific concept, the family tree, it is part of popular 
culture in the sense that it is part of the culture of art associated with good taste 
and an elite audience. However, Family Tree is original and refreshing in the 
sense that it brings everyday relationships into this art culture. 
 
I believe it is fair to say that photography is as much present in science as in 
popular culture and art because even the first scientific images were related to 
popular culture and entertainment (Gunning 1997; Sturken & Cartwright 2001). 
Although science claims to be producing objective knowledge, presenting 
scientific images “with a confident authority behind it”, scientific looking is just as 
culturally dependent as other practices of looking are (Sturken & Cartwright 
2001:279). “Images do not embody truth, but always rely on context and 
interpretation for their meanings” and are thus influenced “by the range of 
human beliefs, bias and expression” (Sturken & Cartwright 2001:290, 280). In 
1893 photography moved from being merely a scientific tool or method to 
popular culture, for example in figure 16, the tight rope-walking act of Mlle. 
Barenco of the Nouveau Cirque (Gunning 1997:16).  
 
Science and art were moved closer together by the first exhibition of 
Cinématographe by Demenÿ in 1892 (Gunning 1997:22). This combination of 
science and entertainment both excited and satisfied curiosity (Ibid). 
Photographic representations and ideas that exist in science and culture are not 
separated: popular culture, art and science are interconnected (Sturken & 
Cartwright 2001:308; Åsberg 2005). Family Tree is a good example of an 
interrelated exhibition because it is both a documentation of Goslinga’s relatives 
and it applied the notion of beautification. Goslinga literally documented his 
personal relations. However, by showing these familiar and common relations in 
a photographic exhibition, he might be doing what Sontag (1977:89) describes 
as “photographic seeing”: discovering beauty in what everyone sees but neglects 
as too ordinary. Everyone has family and social relatives but Goslinga made his 
exceptional and beautiful by photographing them in an established and accepted 
photographic way that is considered extraordinary. Moreover, he did not select 
and portray part of his relations beautifully, but in my opinion beautified all of 
them. I would like to suggest that the inequality of gender roles in photography 
that Mulvey and Berger pointed out previously is not present in this exhibition. 
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Women are not the only ones portrayed for their beauty and men are not the 
only ones surveying beauty. 
 

 

 

Figure 16: Albert Londe's chronophotographs of Mlle. Barenco's balancing act, 1893.  
 
3.2 Analysis People of the 20th Century by August Sander 

 
3.2.1 Levelling with People of the 20th Century and its Use of Typologies 
and Hierarchies  

 
In contrast with Family Tree, August Sander’s People of the 20th Century is not 
on the individual level but rather on a societal or national level. Sander’s goal 
was not to map out personal relationships but to map out societal relationships. 
Sander sought to document the entire structure of the German society, his own 
classification system consisting of seven essential categories based on the 
portfolio of the Archetypes22. Judging and selecting on the basis of superficial 
physical appearances is often considered a bad way of categorizing because it 
ignores exceptions, excluding some differences and also values one category 
over the other. Sander’s cartography, though, is politically conscious and his 

                                                 
22 From the texts present at this exhibition, artists like Sander but also the portrayed artists, like 
Heinrich Hoerle, Franz Seiwert, Gerd Arntz and Franz M. Jansen, made thematic portfolios in which 
the typical images were a form of critique or comment directed at people and social structures of 
that time (Zaalteksten August Sander – Mensen van de 20ste eeuw Categorie V: De kunstenaars, 
p.2). Sander had a rather radical take on the, for him contemporary, Archetypes associated with 
Jung’s psycho-mythic categorizations that were to some extent abstract and ideal. Sander did not 
just copy Jung’s Archetypes but redefined and extended them.  
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models are not necessarily made into stereotypes or clichés, but also retain their 
individual characteristics. Sander transforms the individual aspect of a person 
into a symbolic aspect, while leaving the individual aspect intact23.  
 
The original concept of People of the 20th Century was changed and revised due 
to political and social developments. August Sander’s first volume entitled Antlitz 
der Zeit (translated as Face of Time) was confiscated by the Nazis in the 1930s 
because the people in the portraits did not conform to the Nazi ideal. The prints 
were destroyed but fortunately the negatives survived. Later Sander added 
photographs titled “The National Socialist”, “The Victim of Persecution” and 
“Political Prisoners”. Although Sander portrays social classes in Germany, from 
farmers to the artistic and social elite, he does not value or rank one category 
over another. At Foam, all the photographs are exhibited at eye-level and even 
though his category of artists includes several famous artists24, they are 
positioned similarly to all the others in the category, and thus have the same 
status. They are all representing cultural life at the time. The faces in People of 
the 20th Century, in all their variety, look into the camera as they pose for 
Sander. All of them have a serious expression, which gives the viewer the 
impression they are proudly representing their group, almost as an envoy. Most 
of them are caught in a typical action that conforms to the actions of the group 
or community this person represents. The pastry cook in figure 9, for instance, is 
literally cooking, surrounded by props that support this: standing in a kitchen 
with his feet in the flour wearing a white apron and using his whisk.    
 
People of the 20th Century is simultaneously old-fashioned and ahead of its time, 
because some pictures could have been made yesterday while others represent 
people who could not have lived at present times25. The people in the pictures 
represent certain over-individual or symbolic types that are recognizable to a late 
modern viewer, like a baker or a farmer. Sander was of the opinion that he could 
represent a person’s essence in a photograph if he, as a photographer, did his 
job accurately and objectively. He was convinced that it was not his task to 
judge, but that his photographs should speak for themselves. He explains that: 
 

“we know that people are formed by light and air, by their inherited traits, and 
their actions. We can tell from appearance the work someone does or does not 
do; we can read the face whether he is happy or troubled – It is not my intention 
either to criticize or to describe these people, but to create a piece of history with 
my pictures” (Sander quoted in Roche 2004:2).  

 
However, there were certainly ideas behind his choices of figures because he 
aimed at documenting these individuals as representatives of certain groups, 
classes and professions. Even though Sander wanted to capture the individual 
essence of a person, the faces in People of the 20th Century are not included for 
their individuality. As writer and former curator Jennifer E. Roche explains: “the 
camera provided a detached means to go beyond outward appearances into 
                                                 
23 Zaalteksten August Sander – Mensen van de 20ste eeuw. Categorie V: De kunstenaars, p.2, 
obtained with the courtesy of the Foam-fotografischmuseum. 
24 Examples are the painter Otto Dix, architect Hans Poelzig and composers Paul Hindemith and 
Richard Strauss.  
25 The way farmers are portrayed (in suit) is unlikely today, and the girl that comes begging at his 
door looks not like a contemporary homeless person at all (Bem 2007:1). On the other hand, I 
would suggest that the portrait of the wife of painter Peter Abelen (1926) could easily pass for a 
contemporary photograph.  
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cultural type” (Roche 2004:2). The names of the portrayed may be stated 
underneath the photographs, but the titles of the photographs are referring to 
the group that this person represents26.  
 
3.2.2 Including and Excluding: Gender, Ethnicity and Class in People of 
the 20th Century 

 
It is interesting to see who Sander included and who he excluded in his project 
and which face represents what type. In order to learn more about this, I want to 
elaborate on the more contemporary critical studies of physiognomy and 
faciality. Cultural scholar Patricia MacCormack, who studied what she called 
“faciality”, explains that, in line with physiognomy, usually the face is perceived 
as the visible part of a person’s subjectivity: the face is seen and recognized “as 
the signifying surface of a body’s subjectivity” (MacCormack 2004:141). The face 
informs us on a lot of aspects of a person, such as gender, race, and class, and 
that is what she refers to as faciality. In explaining how faces are read and 
people cope with difference and resemblance, MacCormack uses two concepts 
that are identified as axes of making meaning: signification and subjectification. 
Signification is the process of making meaning, in this case, to comprehend the 
face. According to MacCormack, when regarding a face it is immediately 
compared to the norm: “the white, male, heterosexual, upper-class ‘majoritarian’ 
face” (MacCormack 2004:142). Majoritarian does not refer to majority in the 
quantitative sense of the word but to power and domination, or: hegemony. 
Literary historian Barbara M. Benedict sums it up by saying that “difference 
becomes degradation” (Benedict 1995:328). Differing from the norm indicates a 
lower position in the hierarchical system, hence, there is not only difference in 
reading faces, but one face is considered the norm and everything differing from 
this norm is valued as inferior. The subjectification of the face makes meaning by 
reading signifiers like gender, ethnicity and class, and implements them in the 
social belief system as “subjectivity” (MacCormack 2004:142). Subjectivity 
points to having agency and being shaped by social surroundings. Faces are 
frequently seen as individuality, but Deleuze and Guattari argue that faces point 
more to frequency and probability instead (MacCormack 2004:142). Binaries or 
dualisms play a big part in the subjectification of the face, but MacCormack 
believes there are more than two possible versions of a face and these versions 
are not differences but rather varieties of the majoritarian (MacCormack 
2004:142).  
 
MacCormack’s concept of the majoritarian face is developed relatively recent and 
is based on a series of post stamps entitled Face of Australia, launched in 1998 
by Australian Post, that aimed to reflect the Australian community with respect 
to notions such as age groups, ethnicity, gender balance and national distribution 
(MacCormack 2004:142). Sander, on the other hand, created his project of 
documenting German society earlier, in the beginning of the twentieth century. 
Even though the material of MacCormack’s and mine, in the form of People of the 
20th Century, differ in content and context, I think the majoritarian concept 
might shed some light on the photographic project of Sander. Additionally, I 
believe it could be linked to People of the 20th Century because this majoritarian 

                                                 
26 “The National Socialist” does not refer to this specific photographed man but to all national 
socialists in Germany at the time. The title also points to the dualism connected to this group: 
national socialists opposed to all other politics groups. 
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face is not a static universal notion, but is situational, in line with theories on 
situated knowledges by Donna Haraway, and thus differs in various contexts 
(MacCormack 2004:143).  
 
August Sander is very class conscious, but I would like to point to the possibility 
that he is less attentive to the gendering of class. In People of the 20th Century 
women are placed within a subcategory, and perhaps this might suggest that 
Sander’s perception of gender roles is a reflection of the general societal views of 
a typical masculine worker that coloured his view. Most of the women portrayed 
in this category are depicted in a social role; wife, mother, or family related. In 
comparison with men, women are underrepresented in the exhibition, but are 
especially absent in the category “Classes and Professions”, regarding work-
related domains like science, medicine and politics. According to historians like 
Joan W. Scott (1988), women were present and working in low paid working 
class jobs during industrial times, but gender was entirely ignored by most 
labour historians, either because they were absent from their sources or because 
they played a minor role in the working-class politics (Scott 1988:55). Even 
though Sander regards men as the working class standard, Sander has a 
relatively modern and emancipated image of women, since he does place them 
outside family relations. “Secretary at West German Radio” (figure 5), for 
instance, is part of the portfolio “Women in intellectual and practical professions” 
in the category “The Woman”.  
 
Sander included different ethnicities into his documentation of German society. 
In the category “The City” there are several people depicted with various 
ethnicities; such as travelling people, including people from the fair and the 
circus, gypsies and Ukrainian immigrant workers. Maybe this means that Sander 
defies the concept of the majoritarian face because he included more and other 
ethnicities than the Australians ethnicities MacCormack studied. Then again, 
ethnicity is linked to class in this exhibition as can be concluded from the various 
people depicted in “the City” who are working class. Those depicted in portfolios 
like “Businessman”, “Scientist” or other higher classes have a white ethnicity. 
Thus it might be possible that this exhibition shows a contemporary view of 
power relations with white upper-class as the norm. Tanning is a marker of social 
classes and perhaps it can be said that the majority of the portrayed in People of 
the 20th Century is working class. Therefore, ethnicities are always related to 
their status and class position. Sander was convinced that class can be read from 
the face. With this he presumably meant that farmers are mostly tanned and 
wrinkled, for instance, and scientists and politicians have visibly spent more time 
inside than outside. Nevertheless, Sander tried to remain as objective as possible 
when portraying people that were not considered the standard norm. For 
instance, the portfolio that contains people that came to his door portrays the 
process server, the unemployed and the beggar girl similar to upper-class people 
and without negative connotations.  
 
The important topics, modernity and work, present in Sander’s society, most 
likely influenced Sander in his including and excluding decisions. The public work 
sphere was still very much masculine, but all citizens of the modern twentieth 
century were to be represented, and this might explain the way gender, ethnicity 
and class are portrayed the way they are. Within the approximately fifty years 
this exhibition was made, gender, ethnicity and class were very much an issue, 
with its climax in World War II. The athletic, white, working class male was not 
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only the norm, but any deviance from this standard had severe consequences. 
By trying to be as objective as possible in representing his society and by being 
critical and leaving some of these extreme beliefs behind, perhaps Sander can be 
said to make his approach ahead of his time. It can be agued that there are 
traces of the majoritarian face in People of the 20th Century, mindful of the 
influence of societal dominant norms and beliefs on Sanders view, the influence 
of MacCormack´s notion is limited because August Sander had a documentative 
drive and tried consciously to be as objective and value-free as possible.  
 
3.2.3 Difference and Similarities: People of the 20th Century and 
Historical Physiognomic Studies 

 
Both historical physiognomists and August Sander relied on the indexical quality 
of the medium photography, because it has the quality of being at least partially 
true to its referent, that what it depicts, and thus points to something real (like 
smoke does to fire). Scientists relied on the persuasive quality of indexical signs 
in modern scientific methods, because they were believed to prove and provide 
evidence. Photography, used by physiognomists as a method, was not a truth-
teller, though, but instead provided a polished truth that presented orderly 
visible results conforming scientific methodological standards: indexical sign. 
Photography does not only produce indexical signs but also iconic ones. Iconic 
signs can be an enhanced or beautified version of reality, resembling and 
representing an idea. Besides relying on indexical signs, physiognomists aimed at 
creating iconic signs that resembled representative photographs of specific 
diseases or emotions. Since Sander aimed at representing the different classes 
and types in society, I believe he created iconic signs as well, and in that 
resembled the physiognomists. The faces in his exhibition point to the different 
classes that, Sander believed, together formed his society. The portrait of 
architect Hans Poelzig, for instance, does not only represent all his fellow 
German architects, but also and ultimately stands for all the artists in Germany 
at the time. Furthermore, Sander’s subjects pose with their iconic attributes on 
and around them. For example, the pastry cook (figure 9) wears an apron and is 
photographed while preparing a pie, and the bricklayer is performing his duty, 
carrying the bricks while he is depicted. It is evident, however, that they were 
aware that they were being photographed, since they paused and posed for the 
camera. Sander reduced an event to a single depicted moment, but the 
physiognomists aimed at capturing (facial) movement in different stages in order 
to gain knowledge about an emotion or disease.  
 

In People of the 20th Century the agencies of the subjects are not violated or 
ignored, as was the case in early physiognomic studies. Sander was not a 
physiognomic scientist and People of the 20th Century exists in another time 
where different assumptions are present. Sander’s photographs are a 
photographic documentation, as were the photographs of the physiognomic 
studies. The physiognomists studied medical diseases and human emotions with 
the use of photography, Sander used this method in order to represent and not 
to untangle the relationship between facial features and medical neurological 
conditions or human emotions of the physical subject. Even though the people 
that are portrayed in this exhibition are only voiced through their photograph, 
their proud and serious poses in representing their people suggest they have 
given Sander their consent (for example the pastry cook in figure 9). Being 
photographed was not as self-evident and widely practiced then as it is now, and 
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being photographed might have been rather exceptional and a privilege to them. 
This was, however, not the case with the patients in the historical physiognomic 
studies.  
 
One of the critiques of Lisa Cartwright, regarding the physiognomic studies by 
Charcot and Duchenne, is directed at the agency of the subject/ patient. The 
objects of study were patients who were denied their agency and were not 
treated as human beings: they were filmed (almost) naked and involuntarily had 
to present their movements27. Cartwright declares: 
 

“Patient identity and agency become crucial issues in the face of a form of 
documentation that so drastically reduces the person imaged to a cipher of 
physiological perversion and graphic unintelligibility” (Cartwright 1995:48).  

 
Patients might have acted as agents but were no longer treated as humans, their 
bodies were merely incorporated as a piece of machinery “to test the efficiency 
and epistemological soundness of the method of physiological time and motion 
study” (Cartwright 1995:39)28. In earlier studies the influence of the doctor or 
scientist was determining, later, agency and the influence of other agents was 
acknowledged. Once the technical motion was possible, the focus on the view of 
the eye of the doctor or scientists moved to the performer or patient (Gunning 
1997:25). Next to the observer and the medical instruments, like the camera, 
the patient has become an agent and has influence as well29.   
 

August Sander’s work is considered art and part of popular culture nowadays. 
However, Sander approached People of the 20th Century in a scientific manner; 
relying on scientific conventions like objectivity. This exhibition, therefore, is a 
good example of the intertwined relation between photography, science, art and 
popular culture. This exhibition is a form of documentation because Sander 
wanted to document the people of his society objectively: he tried to be all-
inclusive, value free in creating what he thought of as a piece of history. He did 
not explicitly aim at beautifying this project but he does portray all those 
included in a beautiful, but more importantly equally beautiful, way. It is not only 
women or the elite that are beautified, but it might be suggested that Sander 
celebrated the working class by beautifying them as well. Therefore I would like 
to suggest that documentation and beautification are combined in People of the 
20th Century.  
 

                                                 
27 There are gender roles involved in these scientific experiments as well: on the one hand they 
contain photographic images of naked men engaged with athletic activities “such as wrestling, 
boxing, and throwing a ball”, images of naked women, on the other hand, exist of women 
performing domestic tasks “such as pouring a jug of water, carrying a bucket, and sweeping” 
(Sturken and Cartwright 2001:290). 
28 Next to the agency of humans, the agency of nonhuman materials is denied. August Krogh for 
example “recognized the agency of gas as it moved between organs” (Cartwright 1995:92). As 
discussed by Treichler, Cartwright & Penley in The Visible Woman (1998) the camera is an agent as 
well, influencing the surrounding subjects. Cartwright explains that in video laparoscopy the 
camera not only observes and documents the surgery, “it also performs it, thus becoming an agent 
‘acting not only on the body but in and through it’” (Cartwright 1992:129-152, 138; Shohat 
1998:259). 
29 For example when viewing the surgical tapes, the female endometriosis patient is spectator of 
her own body but also internalizes the surgeon’s perspective, which makes her an agent as well. 
Since these videos are not only for the surgeon but are also studied by others, like the patient, this 
can be a positive significant role for patients who then become participants (Shohat 1998:264). 
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3.3 Analysis Flora of Europe by Pinar Yolacan 

 
3.3.1 Levelling with Flora of Europe and its Use of Typologies and 

Hierarchies 
 
Flora of Europe describes scenes of the nation, given the casting of elderly 
female natives of different types in Europe, and therefore categorizes on the 
national or even continental level. Gabrielle Griffin and Rosi Braidotti explain in 
Thinking Differently that the definition of Europe “as an idea, an ideal, and a 
geopolitical reality” has not been static and constant throughout the years and is 
constantly changing (Griffin & Braidotti 2002:8). According to them Europe is 
unique in three ways. Firstly, Europe is associated with seductive femininity, and 
struggles with not having the strong masculine identity that characterizes other 
continents. The second uniqueness of Europe is its shifting boundaries: ‘‘it is not 
a self-contained continent but a geopolitical formation’’ (Griffin & Braidotti 
2002:9). The third and final reason is that ‘Europe’ has a great and challenging 
inner diversity with polylinguism and multiculturalism (Ibid). Notions of Europe 
and Europeanness are thus complex. When describing Europe, Griffin and 
Braidotti work with the analytical notion “imagined community” (Anderson 1986). 
This notion is derived from Benedict Anderson who argues that a nation is an 
imagined community because its members will never directly engage in contact 
with each other, yet, they imagine themselves to be part of a community 
(Anderson 1986). Just like Griffin and Braidotti apply this notion to Europe, I 
would like to point to the possibility of Yolacan using this notion as well in 
picturing Europe, nations but also European differences as imagined 
communities. For the casting of women for Flora of Europe, though, Yolacan 
works with nation-states, in the political sense of the word and as practical 
categories. Nevertheless, I would like to suggest that she is well aware of the 
complexity of entities like Europe and its nations, since she toying with old ideas 
regarding colonial and imperial studies in confrontational and provocative ways. 
Pinar Yolacan positions herself as a young Eastern female explorer of the West 
and old world versus the young Western male explorer of the new world, who 
shaped stereotypical descriptions of “others”. She intends to present a counter 
study against the early male imperial and colonial explorations. Her ideas might 
be labelled as provocative because of her original way of playfully applying 
concepts and notions.  
 
One of the ways in which Yolacan is being provocative is the content of her 
study: a focus on elderly women of different European nations. According to Nira 
Yuval-Davis, who has written extensively on aspects of nationalism, racism and 
gender relations in Britain and Europe, nations are situated within, and 
influenced by, the beliefs and histories of their surroundings (1997). 
Furthermore, she points out that, figuratively speaking, women guard the 
borders of a nation, they identify others as included in or excluded from a 
collective, while at the same time they reproduce a nation culturally (Yuval-Davis 
1997:23). In the “naturalized” role of women as biological reproducers of the 
nation, age is an important factor because especially older women decide on 
what behaviour and appearance is suitable and what is inappropriate (Yuval-
Davis 1997:37). The previous can be an example of empowered women that, to 
a certain extent, define society’s normalities and abnormalities. Perhaps there is 
a link here to Flora of Europe, indicating that Yolacan’s focus on elderly women is 
another way of depicting a powerful example of women that are not the passive 
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and subjugated, as the colonized women in colonial and imperial times were 
through the eyes of hegemony.  
 
Although this project is a counter study to the older imperial or colonial studies, 
some similarities can be traced between them. Because Europe was unified to 
one state and consequently homogenized human differences within this state, 
the need to distinguish categories moved to the national level. In her article 
“Faciality”, Patricia MacCormack discusses the Benetton campaign, which uses 
the notion of “sameness-yet-specificity”30 as an example of this shift in focus 
(MacCormack year unknown:8).  
 

“Such ‘diverse’ faces mirror the divergent, yet singular, faces that come to 
represent nations after Europe was conflated into one state. When each country is 
part of a unified union, the differences within countries are repudiated for the 
simulacra of ‘Germanity’ or ‘Frenchness’ or ‘Italianness’ that replaces 
consideration of each country’s specificity and teeming different faces” 
(MacCormack year unknown:8). 

 

The boundaries of nation-states are used as distinguishable categories for human 
differences, even though the national habitants, their nationalities and ethnicities 
are not clearly placeable within these categories. The Netherlands are a good 
example of an nation-state that is perceived to be homogenous but is actually a 
combination of a great variety of human ethnicities. Since the Netherlands have 
been an old colonial power, several previously colonized nationalities (like 
Indonesian and Surinamese), together with late modern immigrants from 
Northern African countries (like Morocco), contribute to a multicoloured Dutch 
population. It becomes clear that in dealing with Europeanness, individual 
national identities, as signs of both European differences and European 
similarities, are at stake. In Flora of Europe, such variations were perhaps 
disregarded, since explicitly white women were targeted in the selection 
procedures for the continued project in the Netherlands. For the selection of her 
project, Yolacan was very dependent of her contacts, the contact procedures and 
the willingness of Dutch women to participate; these factors have determined her 
population to some extent. This Dutch population exists for the majority of 
women from a nursing home, but also women from a gymnastic club and several 
individual responses to the posted supermarket and local paper advertisements. 
When searching for the characteristic physiognomic traits of the Netherlands, 
Yolacan’s selection of these women representing their nation is one of the many 
possible choices available. The fact that she exclusively chooses white women to 
represent the Netherlands can perhaps simply be explained by her approach of 
reversing roles: white colonizers explored ‘the coloured other’ and a counter 
study, like Flora of Europe, should therefore study the white ethnicity.  
 
It is also possible, however, that by selecting only white women, Yolacan is using 
the same selection procedures with all its attached conventions, like using the 
criteria for defining otherness, the same way colonizers did. The way humankind 
is divided and the criteria for otherness are not so simply pointed out. McClintock 
initially suggests, “skin color (…) is the crucial sign of otherness” (McClintock 
1995:52) and this assumption might explain the reason for Yolacan’s focus on 

                                                 
30 This campaign can be argued to show that even though humanity exists of many different 
individuals and faces (different genders, ethnicities, classes, etc), all these individuals still have 
things in common (like wearing products of Benetton). 
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white Dutch women. However, as McClintock (1995:54-55) points out as well 
that using skin colour was imprecise and inadequate, and race was also used to 
create distinctions between classes for example. Race and ethnicity in Europe are 
not only about the ‘visibly other’ but furthermore about the ‘othering’ of those 
who are “stranger[s] in our midst”, what Griffin and Braidotti call: “the 
construction of the neighbour as stranger” (Griffin & Braidotti 2002:21). Stranger 
is a disputable term since s/he is only a stranger when we brand her/him as 
such; sometimes literally like the Nazi regime did with Jewish identity by placing 
a yellow star (Ibid). From the previous an example of the criteria for defining 
otherness emerges: the (unmentioned) assumption of dualisms in concepts like 
imperialism and colonialism. Some examples of these dualisms are Male-Female, 
Colonizer-Colonized, White-Coloured and Rich-Poor. In countering old colonial 
studies, it can be argued that Yolacan uses the same dualisms as the male 
colonizers she aims to contrast: a female explorer of Turkish descent, studying 
elderly women in Europe instead of Western male colonizers who came from 
Europe and studied exotic other continents. I believe, though, that Yolacan is 
aware that these dualisms are not as clear-cut as they appear to be and that her 
dualistic reversal is another provocative way of interrogating these old colonial 
and imperial studies and that she.  
 
Flora of Europe positions itself in a powerful way, creating awareness of various 
critical issues, and showing its willingness to change existing issues by providing 
a counter study to older imperial explorations. Flora of Europe visualizes critical 
issues regarding colonialism in a new form and can be said to provide a new 
version of a majoritarian face. Perhaps Yolacan reversed several aspects of 
MacCormack’s version of the majoritarian face, in so far that she does not depict 
the face of a young, white, Western male, but instead she presents the face of 
elderly native European women of different nations. Her focus on various 
opposite sides of the gender dualism present in the majoritarian face is 
innovative and provocative as well.   
 
3.3.2 Similarities and Differences: Historical Physiognomic studies and 
Flora of Europe  

 
Yolacan focuses on facial traits in distinguishing human national differences, a 
selection criterion that seems to make no clear gender distinctions. Science 
historian Londa Schiebinger points out that anthropologists used gendered 
criteria for studying human differences. When women were compared by 
anthropologists across cultures they were not interested in the size of their skull, 
as they were with men, but in their sexual traits: “feminine beauty, redness of 
lips, length and style of hair, size and shape of breasts or clitorises, (…) and 
above all the size, shape, and position of the pelvis”, the pelvis is the universal 
measurement of womanliness (Schiebinger 1993:156). Opposed to these early 
anthropologists, Yolacan does not focus on these traits of womanliness, or traits 
that might be labelled as masculine for that matter. Instead she broadens her 
scope and takes a general physiognomic approach to her study. I would like to 
suggest that Yolacan, like me in this study, uses an analytical bricolage of 
historical studies of physiognomy, using whatever concept she needs in order to 
make them work for her project. For instance, Flora of Europe might be a study 
on the physiognomy of women, but it is not explicitly looking for more than what 
we see on the outside of these women, their faces. Thus, it does not strive to 
know or reflect the inner soul or character of these women. It does, however, 
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intend to capture the peculiar physiognomic characteristics of a nation. It seems 
that, according to Yolacan, these characteristics cannot be found in the women, 
but are found, when correctly selecting, on the surface and thus in the face. 
Thus, it can be argued that the face in Flora of Europe speaks of larger 
categories, such as nations, and not of the inner subject.  
 
To a certain degree, the agencies of the subjects in this study are taken into 
account and are definitely not completely ignored as was the case with 
physiognomic studies like those of Duchenne. Nevertheless, there are several 
similarities between the early physiognomic studies by Duchenne and Charcot 
and Flora of Europe. One could argue that the subjects in Flora of Europe are 
merely addressed for their age and their physical appearances and therefore 
their agencies are not significantly more present than the agencies of the 
patients were in the historical physiognomic studies. These women are, for 
instance, not photographed with household props as the patients of Duchenne 
were, but they will nonetheless be asked to wear a specially made flower-
patterned blouse. They are not manipulated in the way Charcot manipulated his 
patients31, but are not entirely accepted as they are either. For instance, they are 
asked to take off their glasses, even though many women disliked being 
photographed without them, because they consider their glasses to be part of 
their natural appearance.  
 
3.3.3 Contextualizing Flora of Europe: the Relation between Pinar 

Yolacan, Flora of Europe and the Viewer. 
 
Just like indexical historical physiognomists and Sander, Yolacan relies on the 
quality of photography, because the depictions of the subjects of Flora of Europe 
are at least partially true to the real photographed women. Next to producing 
indexical sign the final photographs in Flora of Europe will contain iconic signs as 
well. Representing a nation the elderly women might be turned into icons, 
enhanced and beautified versions of reality. Their faces point to the different 
European nations represented in this study. The faces of the Dutch women in 
Flora of Europe, for instance, represent Dutch characteristic facial traits and 
stand for a typical national idea.      
 
Similar to the photographs of the physiognomists and those of August Sander, 
Yolacan uses photography to document Flora of Europe. Like the others, Yolacan 
wants to capture something hard to grasp that provides and proves the content 
of her project. However, Yolacan does not study medical diseases or human 
emotions, nor does she aim to portray German society beginning of the twentieth 
century, Flora of Europe is a documentation of female facial traits of different 
European nations. Contrary to Sander, who approached People of the 20th 
Century in a scientific manner, Yolacan’s approach is explicitly opposing historical 
Western explorations that were at least partially done for scientific reasons.  

                                                 
31 Charcot not only displayed his female patients in his “Tuesday Lessons” but also “influenced their 
behaviour through hypnosis, drugs, or various forms of physical manipulation” (Ulrich Baer quoted 
in Gunning 1997:14). Other forms of manipulation were the use of electrodes producing “a 
nightmarish scene of a meta-narrative of control and technological manipulation” (Gunning 
1997:9). Next to using electrodes Charcot used less vigorous methods as well like loud noises and 
flashes of electrical light (Ibid). Overall Charcot was widely criticised for the theatrical nature of his 
demonstrations and treatments. Critics portrayed him as an impresario who trained his subjects to 
perform for his audience (Gunning 1997:14). 
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In providing a counter study Yolacan might have taken a more beautifying 
approach or an approach that rather de-beautifies. Arguing in the favour of the 
first, I would suggest that Yolacan does use beautification in her project because 
her approach is more artistic than scientific, like the historical physiognomists 
and Sander who wanted to come across scientific. Mindful of the dualistic 
assumption of documentation and beautification being mutually exclusive, I will 
proceed my argument and argue for the beautifying as opposed to the scientific 
and documentative approach of Flora of Europe. Pinar Yolacan uses the term 
interdisciplinarity as a way to interrogate historical disciplines, such as 
physiognomy, and match and merge them with contemporary critical fields of 
study, such as feminist and postcolonial studies. Consequently Flora of Europe 
rebels against these traditional scientific conventions, which is characteristic for 
popular culture and art. Aware of certain gender roles, this project presents a 
different approach. Furthermore this project contextualizes this combination of 
historical disciplines and contemporary fields within art and art history. Therefore 
the interdisciplinarity of this project crosses the borders of old and new 
disciplines, as well as ways of approaching art and visual culture, which are not 
necessarily established academic fields of study. Because of this rebelling against 
scientific conventions and disciplinary thinking, that usually prefer the 
documentative approach over the need to beautify, Yolacan goes against this 
preference and might be argued to take a more beautifying approach.  
 
Yet, I believe there is more to it than that and Yolacan might not approach her 
study in a beautifying way. I have argued that Yolacan is not necessarily dualistic 
in her approach as in simply reversing all the dualisms she wants to challenge. In 
the following I will provide another reason why I believe she is critical and 
provocative. But first I will describe how beauty influenced the way human 
differences, like sex and race, were differentiated. Not only eighteenth-century 
naturalists but also early modern anthropologists were very much intrigued by 
beauty, and consequently race and gender were determined by what was 
considered beautiful (Schiebinger 1993:117,126). Some, like Bryan Edwards, 
thought the physiognomy of beauty was universal, but “(f)or many Europeans 
skin color determined beauty” (Schiebinger 1993:126). Some, like François 
Bernier (1684), thought colour was accidental to beauty, others saw beauty in 
dark skin, like Johann Blumenbach, but he, like most, considered Caucasian 
white skin to be more beautiful (Schiebinger 1993:126-128)32. Throughout 
history race played an important role in determining beauty, but this process was 
gendered as well. Because men chose women for their marriages and this 
selection was based on physical beauty, James Prichard and William Lawrence 
held that men’s perceptions of physical beauty shaped racial characters 
(Schiebinger 1993:133). In order to be feminine one must be attractive, opposed 
to men, who, in order to be masculine, had to be strong (Sontag 1999:4). 
Beauty is therefore primarily and generally linked to femininity: 

 
“when men are viewed as sex objects, that is not their primary identity. The 
traditions of regarding men as the creators and curators of their own destinies and 

                                                 
32 It is interesting to show that, Lawrence thought beauty is nationally determined: “Each nation 
had its own sense of beauty –Africans preferred flat noses and thick lips, Asians favored angular 
eyes, and Europeans appreciated high foreheads- and men selected these qualities in their brides” 
(Lawrence quoted in Schiebinger 1993:133). 
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women as objects of male emotions and fantasies (…), are still largely intact” 
(Sontag 1999:2-3).  

 
Even though this feels natural to us, this felt “naturalness” results in an unequal 
distribution of power between women and men (Sontag 1999:17). I have argued 
that history has presented and reinforced us with the ideal feminine and 
masculine traits. This does not mean we have to leave it at that. Photography 
and other visual representative means reinforce gender assumptions by 
presenting ideals, but also untangle and disclose the world and all its diversity 
(Sontag 1999:18). The possibility that photography might reinforce gender 
assumptions does not have to be passively accepted, but, by being aware of 
these unequal gender roles, it opens up for various challenging alternatives. 
Coming back to Flora of Europe, I believe Yolacan might actually want to 
interrogate this natural link between beauty and femininity. Because Yolacan 
adds another factor to counter the naturalness with which this gendered division 
is made, Flora of Europe offers one of those alternatives. Yolacan questions the 
gendered imbalance in beauty by implementing age and portraying elderly 
women instead of young women, that Western society overall defines as 
attractive and beautiful. Instead of accepting the widely accepted belief that 
there is a simple link between women and beauty, by adding age she presents 
an example of beauty that goes beyond the conventions and defined lines of 
beautification. Another example of way Yolacan’s study is provocative is the way 
she emphasizes the relation between these elderly women, who are beautified, 
and the empowered role they play in representing their nations.  
 
Yolacan might be playing with artistic conventions but at the same time 
contextualizes this project in a critical and original way within visual culture and 
art. The highly provocative way Yolacan actively plays with conventions might 
even make the viewer uncertain of the artist’s intentions, questioning whether 
the conventions are from an old-fashioned racial discourse, or used consciously 
in order to shake up awareness of their continuous existence. This slightly 
subversive element of Flora of Europe indicates that interpretations depend on 
more than the artist’s intentions, like the interpretations of Flora of Europe‘s 
viewers. Although Flora of Europe is yet to be exhibited, the various perspectives 
involved in this project (those of the Pinar Yolacan, those of the observer or 
spectator, like me, and those of the referent, in this case the elderly European 
women) influence the way this exhibition will be interpreted. The innovative way 
Pinar Yolacan approaches Flora of Europe gives a refreshing example of an 
artistic photography project that stimulates and gives rise to other perspectives.  
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Conclusion 
 

Portrayed Categorizations: How Do They Do It? 
 
Even though typologies and classification systems are part of everyday life, they 
can become complicated and maybe even problematic, when one category is 
valued over another, for instance, or when conventions of outdated categories 
are used in contemporary society. Faces are not always seen as merely different, 
but are often instantly compared, categorized and simplified. Mindful of this 
categorization process and acknowledging the fact that every viewer makes his 
or her own meaning, I suggest the three analyzed contemporary exhibitions do 
categorize, but their categorizations are very different. Family Tree portrays the 
social and biological relatives of its photographer Ringel Goslinga on the personal 
level, and he uses the metaphor of the tree to categorize his surroundings. He 
divided his family tree into four series, his own surroundings of the past, the 
surroundings of his father, those of his mother, and his recent relations. People 
of the 20th Century sought to document the entire structure of the German 
society at the beginning of the twentieth century, and therefore aims at mapping 
out societal relationships. August Sander’s classification system consists of seven 
essential categories, containing various portfolios that exist of different amounts 
of individual photographs that are not hierarchically structured. This exhibition is 
politically conscious and Sander aimed at portraying his fellow citizens as 
objective and value-free as possible. Flora of Europe is by artist Pinar Yolacan’s 
own saying, a counter study against the early colonial and imperial explorations 
where the young Western male explorer of the New world, shaped stereotypical 
descriptions of “others”. She positions herself as a young Eastern female explorer 
of the old world that casts elderly female natives of different types in Europe and 
therefore categorizes on the national level. Yolacan plays with old ideas of 
colonial and imperial studies in a very confrontational way and might be labelled 
as original and provocative.  
 
In order to be meaningful and understood all three exhibition make use of 
conventions, however, instead of accepting and copying these conventions, they 
critically play with these societal conventions in their own way. Goslinga, for 
instance, used the tree metaphor but does not conform to the conventions and 
principles of the image of the traditional Family Tree of Man, like a hierarchical 
structure and a gendered genealogy of scientific racism, and therefore, perhaps, 
resembles more the bush or rhizome metaphor. Even though Sander made use 
of types partly based on older classifications, he does not apply the conventional 
hierarchical structure of classifications. Despite Yolacan using conventional 
dualistic systems, the content of her study and the playful way she applies 
concepts and notions is inventive and provocative. By playing with these 
conventions and re-tooling them to fit their projects, these artists might have 
done away with the attached negative connotations in their own different ways.  
 
Resemblance or Difference: Artistic Photographic Exhibitions and 
Historical studies of Physiognomy  

 
Even though there is more to the photographs in these three exhibitions than 
physiognomic characteristics, which is the focus of my study, I believe they can 
shed some light on the thought that underlie these exhibitions. The old, and out-
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dated discipline of physiognomy was based on the body-soul relation, argues 
historians of science (Cartwright 1995; Gunning 1997). The assumption was that 
the outer surface (the body or face) provides important indexical clues, to the 
inside of a person (the soul or the character of someone). I would like to think of 
this as an important visual convention of faciality, that all three art exhibitions I 
have analysed, in different ways, also work with to some degree. The faces in 
the three analysed exhibitions do not only represent the actual photographed 
subject, but they do also stand for something else, some kind of created and 
ordered categorization: The portraits in Family Tree represent the social and very 
local relations of photographer Ringel Goslinga. The portrayed faces in People of 
the 20th Century stand for the various societal types imagined to be distinct and 
specific of German society in the beginning of the twentieth century. And the 
portrayed faces in Flora of Europe symbolize, in a very provocative manner, 
different European nations. For the latter two exhibitions this representing is 
rather complicated since, on the one hand, the portrayed subject represents a 
larger group in similar circumstances, but on the other hand, the individuality of 
this subject and his or her face defies and challenges the definition of the bigger 
group.  
 
Historical studies of physiognomy haven been critiqued for the lack of agency of 
the patients and the active manipulation of the scientists in their studies 
(Cartwright 1995). When taken out of the scientific context and applied to 
contemporary modern art photography, these critiques have a different 
relevance. Although the photographed subjects are simply selected on the basis 
of their physiognomic traits and their indexical relevance of representing others, 
they do have agency. Goslinga, for instance, granted the request of two subjects 
in his Family Tree not to be photographed and represents them by adding two 
entirely black photographs. The proud and serious poses in representing their 
people of the subjects in People of the 20th Century suggest the granting of their 
consent. Even though the subjects in Flora of Europe are asked to take of their 
glasses and wear a flower patterned blouse, I suggest their agencies are taken 
into account and are definitely not completely ignored as was the case with the 
historical physiognomic studies.  
 
Photographic Documentation and Beautification  

 
I believe it is fair to say that photography is as much present in science as in 
popular culture and art because even the first scientific images were related to 
popular culture and entertainment (Gunning 1997; Sturken & Cartwright 2001). 
Photography has a documentary quality, an indexical function to document 
fragments of reality, which has made it a tool for modern sciences in its quest for 
objective representations. Besides documentation it has a beautification quality 
as well, it seeks the beautiful in something that everyone neglects as too 
ordinary. Historical physiognomic studies used photography as a method an tool 
to document and not so much in order to beautify the medical diseases and 
human emotions they studied. Goslinga, on the other hand, both documents his 
personal relations, but additionally beautifully portrays them as exceptional and 
extraordinary. Even though August Sander’s work might be considered art 
nowadays, he approached People of the 20th Century in a scientific manner; 
relying on scientific conventions like objectivity, and therefore this exhibition is a 
good example of the intertwined relation between photography, science, art and 
popular culture. Documentation and beautification are combined in People of the 
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20th Century I would like to suggest, and although he did not aim explicitly at 
beautifying this project I suggest Sander celebrated the working class by equally 
beautifying them as well. Yolacan relies on the documentary quality of 
photography because she documents the female facial traits of different 
European nations. But perhaps her approach is more artistic than scientific since 
these iconic women, representing European nations without a necessary referent 
to these nations, can be considered enhanced and beautified versions of reality.  
 
Meaning is not only produced by the producer of images, the photographer, but 
also by the image itself, the viewer who interprets and experiences the image, 
and the context in which the image is exhibited and seen. The photographer 
selects and decides on the referent, the angle, and the moment, but the viewer 
might interpret photographic art differently then the artist intended it. Family 
Tree very much informs on the photographer Ringel Goslinga, it speaks of his 
childhood family life and his studies, for instance, by depicting the people that 
shared these experiences with him. By portraying family relations Goslinga made 
it easy for the viewer to relate to him, and because Family Tree is exhibited at 
Foam the viewer possibly includes Goslinga in the artistic photography canon. 
Using Patricia MacCormack’s (2004) analytical concept of the majoritarian face I 
believe spead some light on the photographer August Sander, like some of his 
beliefs regarding societal faces or types. Sander’s photographs, however, not 
only reflect his beliefs regarding the different social axes gender, ethnicity and 
class, but also societal values and norms present in beginning of twentieth-
century Germany. Even though Sander can be considered very class conscious, 
he might be less attentive to the gendering of class. Nevertheless, the way he 
portrays women suggests Sander is modern and emancipated as well. By 
declaring her project a counter study of colonial studies, Yolacan provides the 
viewer with information about Flora of Europe. Yet, this provocative way she 
plays with conventions might make the viewer uncertain of her intentions as 
well, questioning whether the conventions are from an old-fashioned racial 
discourse or used consciously to shake up awareness of their continuous 
existence. This indicates that the way Flora of Europe is interpreted depends on 
not only the artist’s intentions but also that of its viewers.  
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Appendix 1: Family Tree: Own Surroundings 
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Appendix 2: Family Tree: Surroundings Mother 
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Appendix 3: Family Tree: Surroundings Father 
 

 

 

:  
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Appendix 4: Family Tree: Recent Surroundings 
 

 

 

 

 



 56 

Appendix 5: Categories and portfolios of People of the 20th Century  
 
Category          Portfolio  
 
1. The Farmer 

 
Young Farmers 
Farmer child with mother 
Farmer Family 
The Farmer – his life and work 
Farmer types 
Villager 
Sport 
 

 
2. The Skilled Tradesman 

 
Traditional Trade professions 
Industrial 
Labourer – his life and work 
Labourers types – physical and intellectual 
Technician and Inventor 
 

 
3. The Woman 

 
Wife and Husband 
Mother and Child  
Family 
The Elegant Woman 
Women in intellectual and practical professions 
 

 
4. Classes and Professions  
 

 
Student 
Scientist 
Official 
Doctor and Pharmacist 
Judge and Layer 
Soldier 
National Socialist 
Aristocrat 
Clergyman 
Teacher and Educator 
Business Man 
Politician 
 

 
5. The Artists 

 
Writer 
Actor 
Architect 
Sculptor 
Painters  
Composer 
Musician 
 

 
6. The City 

 
Street and Street Life 
Travelling People – Fair and Circus 
Travelling People – Gypsies and Wanderers 
Festivities 
City Youth 
Servants and Maids 
City Figures 
People that came to my door 
The Prosecuted 
Political Prisoners 
Immigrant Worker 
 

 
7. The Last People 

 
The Feeble Minded 
The Sick 
The Mad  
The Matter 
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Appendix 6: Synopsis Flora of Europe by Pinar Yolacan 
 

1 
Flora of Europe 

Synopsis 
 
'Flora of Europe', is an interdisciplinary, conceptual photographic study about 
physiognomy of women in Europe. For this project, I will be visiting several 
European countries and cast elderly female natives of different types (i.e nordic , 
mediterranean, alphine types) possessing the "natural" and physical 
characteristics peculiar to that geography associated with that nation. The 
presentation of the project will be a taxonomical display of portraits. 'Flora of 
Europe' will be an artistic and visual exploration of "nature vs. nurture" 
discourse, imitating earlier studies of ethnology, manifesting differences of 
human kind through "nature". The project is scheduled to be exhibited at 
Rivington Arms gallery in New York next year and might also be published in the 
form of a book. You will receive credit in the show and in the book. You will not 
get paid but can have a print of the image (s) you worked on. I will be 
responsible for all expenses including photocopies, ad rates etc.  
 

Conceptual Process 
 
My physical traveling (by land) is essential to the conceptual frame of the 
project. I will position myself as a young eastern female explorer of the west & 
the old world vs. the young western male explorer of the new world, (like 
Darwin) whose first encounters with the 'natives', and the nature of 'distant 
lands' now shaped the stereotypical description of "others". 
 

2 

Practical Process and Production 
 
The production of the project in Europe will be in two stages.  
1) Finding the subjects. Contacting elderly homes and elderly centers. The first 
thing to do would be to contact local elderly homes or elderly centers BEFORE I 
come to your city. Find the contact information for these elderly homes/centers - 
and then i can send them a translated letter and explain my project. There 
should be a government or city division dedicated to aging services; like "The 
Department of Aging" which should have info on all the senior centers, where the 
seniors are often offered lunch and social activities. I can also contact the 
Embassy or cultural center here in New York and see if they have a list of elderly 
centers with whom they can refer me to in your city. Once we contact these 
places, the elderly can contact us if they are interested and i would have the 
chance to meet them when i am in your city in March. Once the castings are 
finished and i know which women i am shooting, i will be back in New York 
designing and making garments and return to Europe in May for final shoots. The 
subjects I am looking for are female senior citizens age 65 or older. The photos 
will be still individual portrait shot of the women wearing a blouse with floral 
patterns which i will design to accentuate their coloring and expression. They will 
be asked to sign a model release entitling me to the use of their image. 
Compensation will be offered (15 Euros) and the shoot will take approx. 30 mins. 
in various locations. I will ask you to translate the below ads and letter in your 
language.  
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3 

Teaser Ad for Supermarkets, Public Spaces and Newspapers 
 
We can photocopy and distribute this ad on the street, put it on supermarkets 
and other public spaces. Also are there any newspapers that are popular in the 
city which i will pay to put this ad in?  
 
"Art photographer looking for female senior citizens age 65+ to model in photo 
shoot titled "Flora of Europe". The photos are for art exhibition use. Pay is 15 
Euros for a still portrait shot. If interested please contact _____your 
information________________"  
 

4 

Ad for Senior Centers and Nursing Homes 
 
"Art photographer looking for female senior citizens age 65+ to model in photo 
shoot titled "Flora of Europe". The project is open to all female senior citizens 
age 65 or older. The photos will be still individual portrait shot of you wearing a 
blouse with floral patterns which will be designed to accentuate your coloring and 
expression. You will be asked to sign a model release entitling me to the use of 
your image. Compensation will be offered (15 Euros) and the shoot will take 
approx. 30 mins. in various locations. 'Flora of Europe', is an interdisciplinary, 
conceptual photographic study about physiognomy of women in Europe. The 
presentation of the project will be a taxonomical display of portraits. 'Flora of 
Europe' will be an artistic and visual exploration of "nature vs. nurture" 
discourse, imitating earlier studies of ethnology, manifesting differences of 
human kind through "nature". The project is scheduled to be exhibited at 
Rivington Arms gallery in New York next year and might also be published in the 
form of a book.  
 
About the artist: Pinar Yolacan is an emerging visual artist/photographer based 
in New York. Her work has been exhibited in numerous venues including The 
Armory Show in New York, Frieze Art Fair London, NADA Art Fair in Miami and 
UNESCO in Paris. Her work has been reviewed internationally by The New York 
Times, Art in America, ArtReview, Bidoun, Etapes, Dutch, Harpers Baazar, Crafts 
and i-D Magazine's.  
If you would like to participate please contact _____your 
information_________________"  
I will also mail them some photocopied press articles for reference. 
 

5 
Cover Letter for Elderly Homes and Centers 

 
"Dear Sir/Madam,  
 
I am an emerging art photographer who is currently seeking female senior 
citizens age 65+ for an upcoming photography project I am working on. I am 
contacting you in hopes to get in touch with the seniors who regularly attend 
events and meetings at your senior center who might be interested to take part 
in my project.  
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I need about 20 women for this project and I offer compensation for a portrait 
shot. The shoot will take approx. 30 mins. Photos are for art exhibition use. I 
would be grateful if you could pass the enclosed announcement onto any 
members of your community and locals whom you think might be interested to 
participate in this project. Alternatively, you could place the  
announcement on a notice board in your center for seniors to review and they 
can contact me directly.  
 
Many thanks in advance for your help and should you have any questions or 
comments please do not hesitate to contact me.  
 
Kind Regards,  
Pinar Yolacan "  
 
These places would contact you directly, because of the language and you could 
forward me any info. they may provide. Would you be willing to do this? 
 

6 

2) Shoots and time frame: 
 
February: Contact elderly centers. Correspondences.  
March: I will be in Europe meeting with you and cast potential subjects.  
April: I will return to NY, design and make garments for the subjects.  
May - June (early): I will be back in Europe to shoot the subjects.  
 
This is the plan for now. I would need your help during the shoots for translation 
purposes, technical help, I would appreciate but not essential. I plan to shoot 
medium format possibly in a studio setting with lights etc. which I will rent or 
bring with me. 
 

7 
My Brief Bio 

 

A graduate of Cooper Union School of Art, I am an emerging visual 
artist/photographer based in Brooklyn, New York where I am currently 
represented by Rivington Arms Gallery. 
(http://www.rivingtonarms.com/rarms/artists/pinar_yolacan/index.php?artsm=0
) My most recent project "Perishables" has been exhibited in numerous venues 
including The Armory  
Show in New York, Frieze Art Fair London, NADA Art Fair in Miami and UNESCO 
in Paris. My work has been reviewed internationally by The New York Times, Art 
in America, ArtReview, Bidoun, Etapes, Dutch, Harpers Baazar, Crafts and i-D 
Magazine's.  
 
Contact Info:  
Pinar Yolacan  
Studio  
tel: +1 917 371 3243  
fax: +1 718 349 1453  
650 Manhattan Avenue #24  
Brooklyn, NY 11222  
e-mail: pinaryolacan@gmail.com 


