
	  

	  

PHOTOGRAPHIC CAPITALS  
 

Conference organized by Sylvie Aubenas (BnF), Jean-Philippe Garric (Paris 1) and Mercedes Volait 
(Inha – Usr InVisu), avec le soutien du Labex CAP (Créations Arts Patrimoine) 

 
 

In parnership with 
Bibliothèque nationale de France (Département des Estampes et de la photographie),  

l’Institut national d’histoire de l’art (Laboratoire IN VISU) et  
l’Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne (HiCSA),  

the Académie de France à Rome and the Istituto Nazionale par la Grafica (Rome) 
 
 

September 17 and 18, 2015, Galerie Colbert, 2 rue Vivienne, Paris 2e, Salle Vasari 
 

CALL FOR PRESENTATIONS 
 

DEADLINE FOR PROPOSALS: JANUARY 15, 2015 
 

 
 
 Although the successor of a quest for knowledge based on drawing, then followed by engraving 
and perpetuated by artists and travellers keen to produce and gather bodies of images, the photographic 
representation of capitals, which began in the mid-19th century and kept growing, is not simply an 
updated practice using a new medium. More than an updated version of the representation of cities that are 
at the heart of European architectural and urban culture, photographic representation marks the completion 
of a figurative description process, through the exhaustion of its subject, while leading to a new era.  
 

 Photography, which devalued the slow manual production of figures by allowing for the 
exponential multiplication of images and their unlimited reproduction, did not indeed carry the same 



	  

	  

heuristic value. But, through the rapid technological progress of this new process, it was a driver for 
increased accuracy in knowledge, creating the illusion of reality and promoting the incidental or fortuitous 
recording of secondary data, sometimes fleeting but often enlightening. Thus, the early switch to the 
photographic era of cities that were then, and partly remain today, among the most represented in the 
world, appears as a prelude to an era of photo-cinematic overexposure and imaginary overflow, which 
characterizes our visual culture and determines an augmented relationship to our built environment and to 
the awareness of our heritage. 
 

 The topographic photography of the first decades, which transforms our memory and 
retrospection, is still partially unknown. The photographs produced from the late 1840s are countless and 
remain dispersed. Catalogues and inventories are incomplete or non-existent. Sometimes originally 
acquired by institutions, which have not always given them the care they deserve, the prints are mostly 
isolated or gathered in albums, sold to visitors from around the world, artists, archaeologists or simple 
tourists, and gradually joined public or private collections, without any overall coherence.   
 

 Yet, this disseminated image library forms a whole. It does not result from a collaborative project, 
but from a multitude of initiatives and disparate approaches, due to their size, duration, and more or less 
systematic nature. However, beyond the coherence of their subject, these actions are part of a system of 
artistic, professional and commercial interrelations, interrelations of imitation, exchange of negatives and 
joint field campaigns, between producers, purchasers and commissioners sharing the same artistic culture. 
This production –  or creation –  that can be described in retrospect as an unplanned collective visual 
inventory, an automated general inventory in its layered structure and inexhaustible nature, thus appears 
similar to its subject: cities, their surroundings, their buildings, their ruins, their public spaces, which 
themselves derive from a juxtaposition of decisions and initiatives.  
 

 Combining architectural and urban history and the history of photography, the conference 
Photographic Capitals covers the period from the beginning of photography to the eve of the First World 
War. It intends to examine how the image of the chosen cities was built through the photographic medium, 
with the aim of better understanding the nature of these representations, their evolution over time and 
how, in retrospect, they transform our understanding of architectural and urban history. 
 

 We would like to receive papers on Paris, Rome, Cairo, Istanbul, London, Toledo, Athens, 
Venice, Vienna and St. Petersburg, although this list is not exhaustive. These papers can take the form of a 
25 minutes lecture or a thematic workshop of 1 hour 30 minutes.  
 
 

 

Languages of the conference: English, Spanish, French, and Italian 
Questions and abstracts of 300 words should be sent to jean-philippe.garric@univ-paris1.fr 

 

 

                                        
 

 


