
~163~

The idea that nationality is visible in traits of the outward appearance of 
persons and that these traits are distinct from those of other nationalities is 
so wide spread in western societies today that unpacking the preconditions 
for this perception requires looking back into history two hundred years. Today, 
cliché images of figures that represent a nation are widely disseminated –an 
Andalusian flamenco dancer communicates “Spain”, a Bavarian leather-trou-
sered man signifies “Germany” and a Zuiderzee fisher with wooden shoes 
represents “the Netherlands”. It seems to go without saying that an image of 
a local person can stand in for the entire nation. More importantly, these 
images are usually not perceived as representing Andalusia, Upper Bavaria or 
Volendam. The discrepancy between local images and the national charac-
terization they stand for, does not seem to hinder their use. What has happened 
so that local views and local people could be attributed with meaning on a 
national level?

In the following, I will show how images of local people were perceived and 
performed as (visual) evidence for the existence of the nation. First, I will show 
when the categories “nation” and “nationality” emerged in the description for 
images of people with a claim to realism. After that, I will show how the interplay 
of image and text promoted the perception of (realistic images of) people in 
terms of nationality. From the image-text-relations, I derive two patterns, which 
I call the “national-as-bracket” tying together a number of local instances, and 
the “national-as-descriptor” for one image that represent a nation. Having 
explained these categories, I will briefly show how the motifs that illustrated 
the category became increasingly limited in visual media around 1880. In the 
conclusion, I will show how nonfiction films of early cinema formally and aes-
thetically built on the realist tradition of previous visual media. Because my 
project investigates images of the Netherlands and the Dutch, the presentation 
of people as Dutch will be my case study; it will remain subject to further stu dies 
to assess in how far these findings can be generalized.

The Realness of the Dutch: Performing Visual 
Evidence for National Differences
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The Emergence of National Categories in Visual Material

To perceive a person in terms of nationality requires that the national as a 
category is relevant, and that categorization in terms of nationality can express 
meaningful differences. National categories gained importance after the French 
revolution, and around that time they started being used to express discrete 
differences in a systematic way.

Bernhard Struck observed a change in the function of national categories in 
ethnographic travel writings between 1750 and 1850. Before ca. 1800, German 
travelers who went to France described border regions as a mix of national styles 
with gradual changes from village to village (Struck 2004, 79). “Typically French” 
characteristics were not found close to the frontiers but further inlands (Struck 
2004, 81). From around the 1820s, travelers began to write about ‘leaving their 
own fatherland behind’ when crossing the administrative border line. The line 
of the frontier became the locus to perceive change and difference. On each side 
of the frontier, the people and their character were described as completely dif-
ferent: French, and not German (cf. Struck 2004, 83-85).

Once the idea of perceivable differences along the line of nationality emerged, 
evidence for this difference was sought –and found. The academic and the 
po pularized knowledge production about national differences presented these 
differences as objective and connected them to findings in empirical and visual 
material. Popular visual media contributed to making the existence of national 
differences visible by disseminating these images. Titles for and captions to 
printed illustrations and, later, photographs described the depicted people 
increasingly as “French”, “Dutch”, or “English” whereas until ca. 1820, the tex-
tual comment to images of people referred to them as inhabitants of a region 
or town. In earlier material, the figures are often introduced by profession, rank, 
civil status and faith. I will give examples of image-text-relations in catchpenny 
prints, cabinet cards, magic lantern slide series and early cinema to support my 
thesis that the image-text-relation performs the image as evidence for visibly 
distinct nationalities.

“National-as-Bracket”

In Europe around 1800, sets of hand-colored prints showing figures in regio-
nal costumes, started being published with national titles in the respective 
pu blication (Koolhaas-Grosfeld 2010, 155). Such a set of prints was Afbeeldin-
gen van de kleeding, zeden en gewoonten in de Bataafsche Republiek, met den 
aanvang der negentiende eeuw (“Representation of Dresses, Morals and Customs 
in the Batavian Republic at the beginning of the nineteenth century”) It was 
published in 1803-1807.

Afbeeldingen consisted of twenty prints in its first edition (1803-1807) and 
twenty-four prints in its fourth and fifth edition (1823 and 1829). Each print 
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presents two persons in local dress, each print comes with an explanatory text 
of about one page. The images are made from copperplate engravings and were 
hand-colored. Afbeeldingen was commercially successful and extremely popu-
lar. Reviews in literary journals praised the publication, among other things, for 
not having copied older material. Credit was also given to the fact that the ar tists 
had gone to the sites themselves to study the objects they illustrated (Koolhaas-
Grosfeld 2010, 221-222), which must have strengthened the perception of 
Afbeeldingen as truthful documentation of specific costumes.

In this print set, none of the images is presented as stand-in for the entirety 
of the Dutch nation. The engraved captions and the explanations refer to vi llages 
or regions. No common visual element for the nation is sought or found in traits 
of the people or their costume. Still, Afbeeldingen does promote the idea that a 
nation could be documented through realist images of people: even though the 
nation is not equated with a specific, single image, the choice for the national 
as the superordinate category for the presentation of (images of) people does 
connect “nation” with “realist images of people”; these images thus visualized 
the national category.

The national in Afbeeldingen has an exclusively bracketing function; it serves 
to group local instances. The evidence for the existence of the Dutch is the mere 
existence of the people who are grouped into that category. This is what I call 
the “national-as-bracket” mode. 

“Butter seller and Lady in Friesland Dress” and “Farmers in costume of 
South Beveland”. Hand-colored copper prints. Images Nr. 11 and Nr. 15 

from Afbeeldingen.
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“National-as-Descriptor”

From around 1840 on, I observed 
another use of national categories in 
visual material. In this case, a single 
figure is made to stand in for a nation.

Each nation is represented by one 
image of a single man. The image-text-
relation performs the figures as repre-
sentative for the entire country. The 
reader/viewer of the catchpenny print 
would not see variety of what Dutch 
people looked like. In this catchpenny 
print, the national as a category func-
tions to fully describe the (image of 
the) person. The depicted men are not 
presented as also belonging to a region 
or town, as members of a rank or as 
exercising a profession. The caption 
“Hollander” to the image of the man 
in coat with hat and pipe performs the 

image as visualization and, hence, evidence, of the category proper, i.e. as sign 
for the Dutch. This is what I call the “national-as-descriptor”.

Both uses of the category of the national existed in parallel in the second 
half of the nineteenth century and, thus my intermediate conclusion, performed 
the visibility of national traits which resulted in a perception of people as evi-
dence for a nation.

Limiting the Variety in Motifs

So far, my argument was concerned with the relation between image and 
textual comment. In the following, I will pay attention to the visual qualities of 
the image that were used to illustrate the captions. Tracing the motifs is relevant 
to trace the emergence of the national cliché.

In the archival material of my corpus before the 1870s, I observed variety in 
motifs that were used to illustrate the category “Dutch”. I therefore consider it 
improbable that any of these images was recognizable as “Dutch” without the 
caption. The variation in motifs must have impeded the formation of a cliché. 
After all, the cliché relies on relative stable and fixed motifs that are repeatedly 
reproduced (Cf. Schweinitz 2011, 26). This, in turn, requires a relative uniform-
ity of motifs.

The “narrowing down” of used images to illustrate the category “Dutch” took 
place in the last quarter of the nineteenth century when photographic media 

Volkeren van verscheyde 
Landgewesten. Catchpenny print, 

ca. 1856-1900.
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became increasingly available. Images that were not copied from older mate-
rial but produced newly in the 1880s and 1890s only made use of a limited 
number of motifs when portraying the Dutch. 

A very prominent set of photographic cabinet cards was Jager’s set Costumes 
des la Hollande, later published as Costumes des Pays-Bas (“Costumes of Holland” 
and “Costumes of the Netherlands”). It was issued between 1874 and 1899 in 
various versions and it was a very popular tourist souvenir. Although Jager did 
not fix the image of the Dutch to a specific local dress, his selection of dresses 
limited the motifs that were connected with the category “Dutch dresses”. The 
customer could only choose between different photographs of Dutch women 
wearing long dresses, aprons and caps and between farmers and fishermen of 
various villages. In spite of the variation of the images, there is one repeatedly 
recurring motif with few variations. Seen in this light, Jager’s set of photographs 
contributed to the production the cliché of the Dutch nation by fixing the motif, 
even when no single instance was meant to stand in for the entire nation.

Visual media produced for an international market, especially magic lantern 
slides sets and stereocards, show people in traditional costume of about three 
towns. Most slides show city views and famous buildings, but when they portray 
people, they are limited to fishers and farmers of about three towns. The titles 
of, and comments on these photographic images claim to show typical Dutch-
men or –women.

 “Leeuwarden, The Friesland Woman” and “Man and woman from Goes” 
from Costumes de la Hollande. Leporellobook of Cabinet cards, hand-

colored photographs. Ca. 1875 - 1885.
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People dressed in the fashion of the cities do appear in slides of city views, 
but they are neither photographed in portrait fashion, nor mentioned in the 
slide title or the commentary in the lecture notes. The image-text-relation clear-
ly performs only some Dutch people as Dutch. The result is that local costumes 
that historically were never intended to represent the entire nation became 
representations for the Dutch and signs of Dutchness –both in sets that follow 
the “national-as-bracket” and the “national-as-descriptor” –mode.

Visual Evidence for the Nation in Early Cinema

Coiffures et types d’Hollande and Vita d’Olanda are good examples to illus-
trate how travelogue films contributed to visualize the category of nation. The 
titles already enunciate the shots as presenting something Dutch. Vita d’Olanda 
(I 1911) is remarkable for its presentation of modern city life –and how it is 
excluded from ethnographic knowledge about the Dutch. The existing print is 
seven minutes long; almost three minutes are dedicated to scenes of the hectic 
and modern city life in Rotterdam, with massive steel bridges, trains, steamships, 
and crowds of people before the second part turns to the inhabitants of the 
fishing villages Volendam and Marken in traditional costume: The intertitle 
“Costumi e tipi” (“Costumes and Types”) is succeeded by footage of women and 
children in traditional costume and fishermen in baggy trousers and wooden. 
Just as in the lantern slide sets, the dress of the city inhabitants, although visible, 
is not highlighted through close-ups or in textual commentary of the intertitles. 

 Left: “Marken, Natives of Marken”. Lantern Slide. Slide 42 of Holland and 
The Hollanders. York & Son, 1900. Right: “Market Place, Dordrecht”. 

Lantern Slide. Slide 12 of Cities and Canals of Holland, G.W. Wilson, 1892.
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Vita d’Olanda exclusively performs the inhabitants of Volendam and Marken 
(and not the Rotterdamers) as Dutch. There is only one motif that is used to 
illustrate the nation. The national figures as descriptor and thereby, the village 
people serve as visual representatives for the nation.

The case is different in Coiffures et types d’Hollande (F 1910). The title 
informs the viewer that the costumes and the people who wear them are to be 
understood as Dutch. The plural in the title announces several instances, which 
will illustrate the category. The preserved print is composed of fifteen shots, 
each presents up to four women in traditional costume. Most shots are taken 
at villages around the Zuiderzee. Each shot is preceded by an intertitle that 
announces the province or town of the shot to come. In Coiffures et types 
d’Hollande, the national served as bracket for the presentation of examples of 
instances as Dutch without further hierarchy. No costume is presented as “more 
Dutch” than another one. 

In both films, the intertitles perform the image as “simply showing what’s 
there” –an aesthetic of early non-fiction film that Tom Gunning defined as 
“view aesthetic” (Gunning 1997, 14-15). A reality effect is achieved by groun-
ding the spectacular images in sober geographical-political terms. In both 
cases, the instances are performed as evidence for the visually distinctiveness 
of the Dutch.

Screenshots from Vita d’Olanda following the intertitle”Costumes and Types”.
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Conclusion

Early cinema’s image repertoire of the Dutch, its modes of presentation and 
the functions of the national for the presentation of people built upon icono-
graphic traditions and presentation strategies established by various nineteenth-
century visual media. In all discussed cases, the image-text-relations performed 
images of local people as evidence for their (visibly different) nationalities and, 
consequently, as evidence for national differences.

The construction of a visibly distinct nation as objective fact was achieved 
by a series of reality effects, namely the repeated presentation of people as 
members of a nation. The realness of national difference is proposed by images 
of people, drawn or photographed in line with the current standards for objec-
tive and truthful depiction. This form of authentication required the acceptance 
of national categories as valid and relevant for the description and perception 
of (images of) people.

The formula of “local image and national categories” was so common by the 
end of the nineteenth century that the usefulness of the national categories for 
the description of images of people was hardly ever questioned. As long as we 
conceptualize national categories as discrete and consider them relevant for the 
description of visual qualities, the visible distinctiveness of the Dutch is real.

The author thanks Gwen Sebus and another private collector for their sup-
port and the permission to reproduce images from slides of their private collec-
tions.

Screenshot of Coiffures et Types d’Hollande following the intertitle 
“Headdress of Assen”. Headdresses of different Dutch towns are 

presented in the same structure of an intertitle anteceding the image.



~171~

Bibliography

GunninG, Tom. 1997. “Before Documentary: Early Nonfiction Films and the 
‘View’ Aesthetic.” In Uncharted Territory: Essays on Early Nonfiction Film, 
edited by Daan Hertogs and Nico de Klerk, 9–24. Amsterdam: Stichting 
Nederlands Filmmuseum.

Koolhaas-Grosfeld, Eveline. 2010. De Ontdekking van de Nederlander in Boeken 
En Prenten Rond 1800. Zutphen: Walburg Pers.

schweinitz, Jörg. 2011. Film and Stereotype: A Challenge for Cinema and The-
ory. Film and Culture Series. New York: Columbia University Press.

strucK, Bernhard. 2004. “Vom Offenen Raum Zum Nationalen Territorium. 
Grenzen in Der Deutschen Reiseliteratur Über Polen Und Frankreich Um 
1800.” In Die Welt Erfahren: Reisen Als Kulturelle Begegnung von 1780 Bis 
Heute, edited by Arnd Bauerkämper, Hans Erich Bödeker, and Bernhard 
Struck, 71–94. Frankfurt/Main u.a.: Campus Verlag.

Images and Sources (Alphabetic by Title)

Afbeeldingen van de Kleeding Zeden En Gewoonten in de Bataafsche Republiek, 
Met Den Aanvang Der Negentiende Eeuw. Evert Maaskamp, Amsterdam 
1803-1807.

“Boer en Boerin in de dracht van Zuid-Beveland”. Hand-colored copper print. 
Image Nr. 15 from Afbeeldingen. Evert Maaskamp. Amsterdam 1803-1807. 
Size 22,5×16 cm. Image taken from http://www.geheugenvannederland.nl/?/
nl/items/NOMA01:B11467-15/

“Boterverkoopster en dame in Friese dracht”. Hand-colored copper print. Image 
Nr. 11 from Afbeeldingen. Evert Maaskamp, Amsterdam 1803-1807. Size 
22,5×16 cm. Image taken from http://www.geheugenvannederland.nl/?/nl/
items/NOMA01:B11467-11/

Coiffures et types d’Hollande. Film. Directed by Alfred Machin. Pathé, France 
1910. Film print of 3’55. Archive: Cinemateca di Bologna, Bologna.

Costumes de la Hollande. Leporello book of twelve cabinet cards. Hand-colored 
photographs. Andries Jager, Amsterdam ca. 1875-1885. Size 18×17,5 cm. 
Images taken from http://www.geheugenvannederland.nl/?/nl/items/
NOMA01:B09086/

“Marken, Natives of Marken”. Lantern Slide. Slide 42 of Holland and The Hol-
landers, set of 50 slides. York and Sons, England 1900. Size 8,3×8,3cm. 
Private collection Gwen Sebus.

“Market Place, Dordrecht”. Lantern Slide. Slide 12 of Cities and Canals of Hol-
land, set of 50 slides. G.W. Wilson, Scotland 1892. Size 8,3×8,3cm. Private 
collection.

Vita d’Olanda. Film. Directed by Pietro Marelli. Tiziano Film, Italy 1911. 
Film print of 7’06. Archive: Museo Nazionale del Cinema, Torino.



~172~

Volkeren van verscheyde Landgewesten. Stamp-colored woodblock print. 
Glenisson en Zonen, Turnhout ca. 1856-1900. Size 41×33 cm. Image taken from 
http://www.geheugenvannederland.nl/?/nl/items/KONB14:PRENT0072/

Abstracts

La autenticidad de los holandeses: la aplicación de pruebas visuales 
para las diferencias nacionales 

Desde el inicio del siglo xix, el comentario textual de imágenes de personas 
con visos de realismo recurrió cada vez más al uso de categorías nacionales. 
El presente informe analiza de qué modo las relaciones entre la imagen y el 
texto lograron imágenes realistas de la población local como prueba de sus 
nacionalidades (visiblemente distintas) y pone de manifiesto que las películas 
de no ficción del primer cine usaban estrategias conocidas de medios visuales 
anteriores. Creer que las categorías nacionales son distintivas y pertinentes 
tiene como resultado la percepción de que las diferencias nacionales son «au-
ténticas».

L’autenticitat dels holandesos: l’aplicació de proves visuals per a les 
diferències nacionals 

Des del començament del segle xix, el comentari textual d’imatges de per-
sones amb caire realista va recórrer cada vegada més a l’ús de categories na-
cionals. El present estudi analitza de quina manera les relacions entre la imatge 
i el text van aconseguir imatges realistes de la població local com a prova de les 
seves nacionalitats (visiblement diferents) i posa de manifest que les pel·lícules 
de no ficció del primer cinema usaven estratègies conegudes de mitjans visu-
als anteriors. Creure que les categories nacionals són distintives i pertinents 
té com a resultat la percepció que les diferències nacionals són «autèntiques».


