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ABSTRACT 

 This thesis is a sort of “excavation” of the archaeological photograph. Although 

increasingly research is being done on classical archaeology’s colonial history and its 

implications for the discipline, much less has been written on the role photography plays in 

creating, upholding, and perpetuating colonial beliefs. Using photographs of Timgad produced 

by the Commission des Monuments Historiques de l’Algérie approximately between 1880-1910, 

this thesis examines the historical and visual factors that contribute to the meaning of an 

archaeological photograph and our belief in its relative objectivity, as well as the resulting 

political and epistemological consequences. It argues that these photographs are instruments of 

imperial dominance which function to lay claim to the monuments they depict and the history 

that they represent. This thesis traces the transformation of these monuments from archaeological 

material into historic sites both physically, through their restoration, and categorically, through 

their inclusion in the Commission des Monuments Historiques archive.    
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“Such are the two ways of the Photograph. The choice is mine: to subject its spectacle to the 

civilized code of perfect illusions, or to confront in it the wakening of intractable reality.” 

—Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida 
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Introduction 

 As archaeologists and art historians, we are trained to look carefully at visual evidence. 

Although visual analysis of a particular artwork or architectural monument ideally takes place in 

person, in reality, most (at least initially) occurs through the photographs that illustrate 

textbooks, journal articles, lectures, museum catalogues, and, of course, the internet. However, in 

our careful attention to detail and desire to see the work clearly, we too often lose sight of the 

thing we are actually looking at: a photograph. This can lead to a failure to question the 

particular perspectives put forth by the images themselves. In many cases, standards of 

archaeological photography require that “extraneous” details be omitted, including the tools used 

to reveal a site and the people who do that revealing, encouraging a viewer to forget the 

important role they play in creating meaning and constructing knowledge about the site or object 

pictured. 

 As Roland Barthes suggests, we have a choice to make when looking at a photograph: to 

fall, full-force, into the spectacle of the image, or, to try to understand exactly why such images 

consume us.1 This thesis is an attempt at the latter: it is an effort to confront the “intractable 

reality” of archaeological photography by considering the historical and visual factors that 

contribute to its meaning and our belief in its relative objectivity, as well as the resulting political 

and epistemological consequences.  

 My focus here is on photographs of Roman monuments in Algeria, taken approximately 

between 1880-1910 by French officials of the Commission des Monuments Historiques de 

l’Algérie (hereafter CMHA) who were tasked with the excavation, study, and restoration of 

                                                
1 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 119.  
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Roman monuments. The CMHA was part of a much larger state-sponsored project to document 

and care for French architectural patrimony which first began in France.2 The primary role of the 

Commission was to classify and care for the monuments; however, it also controlled their 

publication and excavation as well as, eventually, the construction of its related archives.3 In this 

way, the CMHA constructed and controlled the primary narratives of the “discovery,” 

excavation, restoration, and management of Roman material in Algeria.4 

 The CMHA photographs were primarily taken by the Commission’s architects although 

there were also professional photographers on site. These images document the major 

architectural monuments and their restoration. Today, they comprise an archive housed just 

outside Paris at the Médiathèque de l’architecture et du patrimoine (MAP). They also appeared 

in contemporary archaeological and touristic publications and, as such, functioned to 

communicate visual information about the sites to a variety of audiences.5  

  These images represent a particularly rich body of evidence for examining the role of the 

archaeological photograph because they—like the monuments they depict—are closely 

entangled with French colonialism and heritage claims. France invaded Algeria in 1830 and, as 

has been well-attested elsewhere, Roman remains were frequently invoked in justifications for 

                                                
2 In 1830, François Guizot (the minister of the interior) established the position of the inspector of historic 
monuments; in 1834, the Comité des arts was created, only to be replaced by the Commission des Monuments 
Historiques just three years later; Oulebsir, Les usages du patrimoine, 20.  
3 Today, these archives are primarily housed at the Médiathèque de l’architecture et du patrimoine (MAP), just 
outside of Paris; other archives regarding Algerian material (archaeological as well as colonial documents) are 
housed in Aix-en-Provence at the Archives nationales d’outre-mer. The photographs are currently being digitized for 
an online archive, Plateforme Ouverte du Patrimoine (POP), accessible at https://www.pop.culture.gouv.fr. 
4 My focus in this thesis is on treatment of pagan/secular, rather than early Christian monuments. 
5 For example, see Bœswillwald et al., Timgad, discussed below. 
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French colonization, particularly by connecting Roman and French colonization of the region 

and asserting the French as the “rightful” inheritors of the Roman empire.6  

 These images are important sites of memory in which complex negotiations of heritage 

take place. Using both published and archival photographs of Timgad produced during the first 

thirty years of the CMHA project, I consider how such images engage contemporary heritage 

narratives visually and as an archival project in order to claim ownership over the Roman ruins 

they depict and justify French colonial beliefs and practices. I argue that these photographs 

document the transformation of Roman monuments from archaeological material into historic 

sites, both physically, through their restoration, and categorically, through their inclusion in the 

CMH archive; in this way, re-making the monuments themselves.  

Although increasingly research is being done on classical archaeology’s colonial history 

and its implications for the discipline, much less has been written on the role photography plays 

in creating, upholding, and perpetuating colonial beliefs. If we want to fully commit to an 

archaeology that is de-colonial, one that thoroughly considers the modern implications of this 

history for the discipline, it is imperative that we critically examine our sources of information, 

and not just textual sources, but visual ones as well.  

 

Methodology 

 This thesis is a sort of “excavation” of the archaeological photograph. Photographs, like 

artifacts, are used to access and reconstruct the past; each is conceptualized as having a physical 

                                                
6 For more on this, see Lorcin, “Rome and France in Africa;” Oulebsir, Les usages du patrimoine; Ford, “The 
Inheritance of Empire;” and McCarty, “French Archaeology and History in the Colonial Maghreb.”  
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relationship to the past that would otherwise be inaccessible.7 Susan Sontag, for example, 

describes photographs as standing in “as pieces of [the world], miniatures of reality.”8 Dan Hicks 

similarly suggests (referring, in part, to archaeological photographs): “in archaeology, the 

documents are the performance. They are part of the destruction of the place: not representations 

of the landscape but fragments of it.”9 With this in mind, I argue that archaeological photographs 

should be treated and analyzed as pieces of this, much larger, landscape rather than as isolated, 

aestheticized objects for study and display.  

 By “archaeological photograph,” I am referring broadly to images which depict 

archaeological material, its excavation, and function to aid in its interpretation. Archaeological 

photographs function to produce knowledge about the material they represent; they mediate a 

viewer’s experience with this material and play an important role in communicating and 

circulating ideas about it. Sudeshna Guha refers to photographs as “fixers of knowledge” because 

of their ability to memorialize certain interpretations.10 The CMHA photographs create a mode 

of viewing the classical past that is specific to the time period in which they were produced; as 

such, they can be used to understand how contemporaneous ideas about heritage, preservation, 

and the classical past impact analysis of the Roman material itself.  

In order to do this, I consider these images archaeologically. This approach includes 

taking into account how these photographs operate as objects, in addition to their visual content, 

                                                
7 Shanks and Svabo argue that the photograph connects the viewer to the past in the same way that an archaeological 
artifact can; Shanks and Svabo, “Archaeology and Photography,” 97.  
8 Sontag, On Photography, 4.  
9 Hicks, “The Temporality of the Landscape Revisited,” 17.  
10 Guha, “Beyond Representations,” 175. 
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which allows for the possibility of multiple interpretations as well as shifting meaning depending 

on context as well as over time. 11  

It also allows for the integration of archaeological theory. Archaeological models of 

studying memory and heritage are especially useful here given the patrimonial content of these 

images. Susan Alcock, for example, argues for an approach to studying memory which considers 

memories as embedded and supported within a material framework or archaeological matrix.12 I 

argue in this thesis that these images—and their cultural significance—are likewise embedded 

materially and visually.    

What is left of the CMHA project are the archives and publications it produced. Because 

archaeological excavation is a necessarily destructive process, photographs play an important 

role in documenting and preserving aspects of it and, in many cases, become a primary (and 

sometimes only) way of examining such evidence. As such, I hope to critically consider how 

archaeological photographs can be analyzed within the context of studies of archaeological 

legacy data. This paper takes cues from Jennifer A. Baird’s work on the archaeological archives 

of Dura Europos; however, it aims to incorporate more analysis of the role cultural heritage plays 

in the construction of the archaeological archive as well as to include a closer consideration of 

the visual content of the photographs.13  

Previous research on archaeological photography has tended to separate the 

“archaeological” from the more aesthetic images. That is, there is a divide in scholarship 

                                                
11 In this, I am, of course, drawing on the work of Elizabeth Edwards who has written extensively on this topic, 
although her focus is more anthropological than archaeological. See Edwards and Hart, “Introduction: Photographs 
as Objects;” Edwards and Morton, Photographs, Museums, Collections; Morton and Edwards, eds., Photography, 
Anthropology, and History; Edwards, Raw Histories; Edwards, “Objects of Affect;” Duncan Shield’s work on 
photographic collections is likewise relevant here, Shields, “Multiple Collections and Fluid Meanings.”  
12 Alcock, Archaeologies of the Greek Past, 2.  
13 Baird, “Photographing Dura-Europos.” 
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between art-historical studies of the beautiful work produced by photographic travelers during 

the nineteenth century (characterized by archaeological vistas and high-quality prints) and 

critiques, often by archaeologists, of the types of images produced during modern excavations to 

record archaeological data or processes, which tend to remain in the realm of archaeological 

publications and archives.14  

This thesis attempts to bridge this divide by more carefully and critically considering how 

each of these aspects contribute to each other. By analyzing this material within the context of 

visual memory, or common associations of classical sites as a result of their visual representation 

elsewhere, this thesis aims to situate the aesthetics of archaeological photography within the 

context of contemporary visual culture and the cultural imagination of those who both produce 

and consume this material.  

 My research is also connected to scholarship on decolonial photography in Africa; much 

of which has focused on west Africa thus far. For example, Jennifer Bajorek looks at the role 

photography plays in the process of decolonization in west Africa.15 Bajorek suggests that the 

inherent plasticity of photographic meaning allows for a “decolonial imagination” which can 

affect social and political change. Using Bajorek’s concept of the “decolonial imagination” I 

consider here how classical archaeologists can imagine what it might look like to decolonize the 

archaeological photograph. 

                                                
14 On nineteenth-century travel archaeological photography see for example, Howe, Excursions along the Nile. Such 
images are often the topic of museum exhibitions; for example, one at the Getty in 2005: Lyons et. al, Antiquity & 
Photography and, more recently, an exhibition at the MET focusing on the daguerreotypes of Girault de Pragney, 
see Pinson, Monumental Journey. On modern site photography see especially Shanks, “Photography and 
Archaeology;” Shanks and Scavo, “Archaeology and Photography;” and Smiles and Moser, eds., Envisioning the 
Past. An exception to this division is Riggs, Photographing Tutankhamun. 
15 Bajorek, Unfixed.  
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 The status of the CMHA photographs as archival documents is of central importance 

here. Shawn Michelle Smith writes on photographic temporality and suggests that the recursive 

nature of photographic time allows for a recontextualization of historic events within 

contemporary political stakes.16 Likewise, the archaeological photograph carries with it concerns 

and interests contemporary to when it was shot. Because of this, it is a remarkable, though 

underutilized, tool for understanding how ideas about preservation, heritage, and the classical 

past—both past and present—impact our understanding and analysis of archaeological material.  

 In this thesis, I propose a decolonial method for reading the archaeological photograph.17 

This includes, first and foremost, confronting the history of archaeological photography and 

recognizing its role as an instrument of colonialism. We need to recognize the power of the 

archaeological photograph to fundamentally alter the way we view archaeological sites and 

objects and question its authority. Finally, we need to consider the beliefs and ideas that we are 

replicating when we take an archaeological photograph and fundamentally reimagine the very 

purposes of archaeological documentation, including the hegemonic standards of the archive. 

At the very least, we need to look at the photographs themselves in addition to the 

material they contain. One way of doing so is by creating a sort of “visual historiography” of a 

particular site; what follows is one example of how this might look.  

 

Historical Background: Timgad, its Excavation, and the Archives 

 I have chosen to focus my attention in this analysis on Timgad for two primary reasons: 

first, it is one of the best represented sites in the CMHA archive; second, because it is well-

                                                
16 Smith, Photographic Returns.  
17 This project is not unlike efforts to decolonize the museum called for and outlined by Amy Lonetree; I draw on 
her framework here. Lonetree, Decolonizing Museums, see especially 24-25.  
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known in both archaeological and heritage contexts for its good preservation and as an example 

of Roman town planning.18 Timgad (ancient Thamugadi) is located on the northern slopes of the 

Aurès mountains in modern Algeria. It was founded by Trajan in 100 CE as a military colony 

and built by soldiers stationed at Lambaesis (modern Lambèse).19 Timgad’s reputation as a 

“textbook” example of Roman town planning stems from its grid-plan layout and location on the 

axis of two Roman long-distance roads, as well as the fact that it features many major 

components of a Roman city including a forum, baths, temples, theaters, and honorific arches.20  

Archaeology in Algeria began almost immediately following French colonization. 

Between 1830-1870, French military officers, familiar with the classics from their schooling, 

began exploring the classical remains in North Africa.21 During this period, there was an interest 

in particular in studying (and taking lessons from) Roman methods of colonizing and its 

economic effects.22 These early explorations laid the groundwork for the more formal 

archaeological and anthropological investigations that followed.23  

Scholarship on Timgad has traditionally emphasized the Roman period and the process of 

Roman colonization; this is, at least in part, due to the history of excavation at this site and its 

entanglement with European colonialism. The relationship between colonialism and 

archaeology, especially during this period, is a much broader phenomenon. Denis Byrne argues 

that the modern study of archaeology was molded by colonialism and functioned to service 

related political ideology.24 Bruce Trigger also writes on what he calls “imperial archaeology” 

                                                
18 MacDonald, The Architecture of the Roman Empire, 25; UNESCO, “Timgad.”  
19 Potter, “Thamugadi” 
20 Zanker, “The City as Symbol” 
21 For a detailed account of this period see Effros, Incidental Archaeologists.  
22 Lorcin, “Rome and France in Africa,” 308.  
23 Effros, Incidental Archaeologists, 3. 
24 Byrne, “Western Hegemony in Archaeological Heritage Management”  
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and its effects, as does Margarita Díaz-Andreu, who defines it as a “hegemonic narrative created 

by archaeologists coming from the imperial powers that excluded other accounts of the past.”25  

In Timgad’s case, this “imperial archaeology” looks like a focus on narratives of 

“Romanization,” or the idea that the Romans exported and imposed their culture on the 

“uncivilized” native populations they colonized. This attention is broadly characteristic of 

twentieth-century scholarship on the art and architecture of the Roman provinces.26 In particular, 

it is evident in a focus on architectural forms associated with “Romanization” as well as a focus 

on epigraphy, to similar ends of tracing the “Latinization” of the region.27  

Because of these legacies and their lasting associations with classical archaeology in the 

region, excavations of Roman sites in Algeria have been overwhelmingly discouraged since the 

latter part of the twentieth century; as a result, new archaeological research is completely 

dependent on legacy data from colonial-era excavation projects.28 In general, this means that 

archaeological attention tends to be focused on a Roman experience of imperialism, leaving 

Africans all but out of the archaeological record.29 

In more recent scholarship on Roman provincial archaeology and Roman history and in 

response to a postcolonial shift in classical archaeology more broadly, there have been major 

critiques of such “Romanization” narratives.30 For the most part, these critiques have focused 

                                                
25Trigger, “Alternative Archaeologies;” Díaz-Andreu, A World History of Nineteenth-Century Archaeology, 8.  
26 For more on European imperialism and its relationship to archaeology see especially Díaz-Andreu, A World 
History of Nineteenth-Century Archaeology; for more on this relationship as it pertains to Roman archaeology in 
North Africa, see Mattingly, “From One Colonialism to Another.”  
27 Lorcin, “Rome and France in Africa;” Mattingly and Hitchner, “Roman Africa: An Archaeological Review.” 
28 Mattingly and Hitchner, “Roman Africa: An Archaeological Review.” 
29 Ibid, 170; see also Mattingly “From One Colonialism to Another.” 
30 For example, see Mattingly and Alcock, eds. Dialogues in Roman Imperialism; Mattingly, “Identities in the 
Roman World”; Pitts and Versluys, eds. Globalisation and the Roman World; Webster, “Creolizing the Roman 
Provinces.” 
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their attention on historical analyses and have, thus far, payed attention to ancient material 

culture, but not how they have been documented and represented visually.31  

After the CMHA was established in 1880, efforts were made to professionalize 

archaeology in the region by regularizing procedures and institutionalizing collecting, research, 

and publications. The first person appointed to the position of head architect was Edmond 

Duthoit in 1880; he was succeeded by Albert Ballu in 1889.32 Timgad became the primary focus 

of the Algerian Antiquities Service under Stéphane Gsell (a French historian and archaeologist 

who worked in North Africa); as such, it played an important role in defining the Roman period 

as the primary research focus of Algerian archaeology and served as a site of experimentation for 

methods of excavation and restoration.33  

The CMHA was made up of multiple parts: archaeologists excavated and recorded finds, 

surveyed the monuments, and reported damage to the architects whose main role was restoring 

the monuments.34 During the process of restoration, artifacts were removed and collected for 

display in museums in both Algeria and in France.35 The process was recorded photographically 

for archival purposes as well as for publication.36 Restoration took place over thirty years under 

the direction of the CMHA and, much like the scholarship, focused in particular on “classically 

Roman” monuments like honorific arches, temples, theaters, and baths.37 

                                                
31 A notable exception to this is Yannis Hamilakis’ work on the relationship between nationalism, archaeology, and 
photography; see Hamilakis, “Monumental Visions.”  
32 Oulebsir, Les Usages du patrimoine, 20.  
33 Fenwick, “Archaeology and the Search for Authenticity,” 79.  
34 Eventually, the two separated into different services, one with a more archaeological function, the details of which 
are attested to in letters and notes discussing the reorganization. MAP 80/1/119; ANOM ALG GGA 56S/1.  
35 For more on the early establishment of museums in the region see Effros, “Museum Building in Nineteenth-
Century Algeria.”  
36 Photography also aided in restoration efforts. For more on this, see Boyer “La Mission Héliographique,” 34; on 
the publication of this material see especially Boeswillwald et al. Timgad and discussion of this book below.   
37 Oulebsir, Les Usages de patrimoine, 20; for more on restoration and especially the role of CMHA architects see 
also Oulebsir, “La découverte des monuments de l’Algérie.” 
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Details of this process and early French excavations in North Africa more broadly are 

scattered across a couple of primary archives and the photographs across even more. Tunisian 

material, for example, is primarily housed at the Archives nationales (AN), Pierreforte-sur-Seine, 

located just outside of Paris, while a lot of the Algerian records are housed in Aix-en-Provence at 

the Archives nationales d’outre-mer (ANOM). The CMH archives (and their photographs) are 

housed at the Médiathèque de l’architecture et du patrimoine (MAP), Chareton-le-Point (also just 

outside Paris). However, the ANOM archives also house information on the CMHA as well as 

other related contemporary projects like the Brigades Topographiques.38 Although the 

photographs discussed here are primarily housed at MAP, there are other similar, contemporary 

images (primarily those preserved in photographic albums) housed at the Bibliothèque nationale 

de France (Site Richelieu in Paris).39  

These bureaucratic divisions are revealing. In particular, the separation of archaeological 

material from the archives of the CMH suggests that they were independent projects when, in 

reality, restoration went hand-in-hand with archaeological investigation and interpretation. This 

also has implications for the way the archive is read today. Christina Riggs argues that the 

archive shapes the disciplinary history and identity of archaeology.40 Because the photographs 

and much of the material that contextualizes them are spread across different types of archives 

and multiple sites, their relationship is not totally obvious. It is also unclear whether these images 

should even be categorized as “archaeological” or if they would be better sorted as heritage 

                                                
38 The Brigades Topographiques was a contemporaneous scientific expedition in Algeria, which aimed to explore 
and map the area’s topography. ANOM ALG GGA 53S/1. 
39 Because my research is focused on the archive itself, I have largely limited my interpretation to the photographs 
that appear within it. I briefly discuss the way these images appear in publications at the end, but for the most part 
the broader photographic context, especially the travel images such as those that appear in these photographic 
albums, are out of the scope of this thesis. 
40 Riggs, Photographing Tutankhamun, 45.  
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material, or even organized as photographic objects (with their subject matter considered 

secondary to their material qualities).41 The division between the archaeological from the 

heritage material overall ultimately leads to a lack of consideration of the impact this field has 

had on the production of archaeological knowledge in the region. 

Today, many of the CMHA photographs are also available online at the Plateforme 

ouverte du patrimoine (POP) organized by the French Ministry of Culture.42 This presentation 

first became available in 2018-2019 (as an upgraded version of previously available databases) 

and includes more than three million heritage records, including those describing works of art 

and architecture, in addition to photographs.43 It brings together multiple databases and is 

continually being updated with material as it is digitized.44 The base mémorie, in particular, 

combines the collections of MAP with other decentralized services of the ministry of culture, 

including conservations regionales des Monuments historiques and Services régionaux de 

l’Inventaire.45  

 In this iteration of the archive, the photographs are organized according to their medium 

and these broader institutional structures, rather than the particular regions or types of material 

that they represent. This means that in order to see Roman material in Algeria, one must search 

and sort through this broader corpus of images. In this way, the digital archive emphasizes the 

photographic collection, rather than the circumstances under which the images themselves were 

                                                
41 For example, the photographs held at MAP are clearly organized according to their content as documentation of 
the CMHA project; however, the Départment des Estampes et de la photographie at the BNF holds several images as 
well as albums taken by the architects of the CMHA (for example, an Mieusement, Monuments Antiques et arabes); 
in this case, the medium itself is foregrounded as the most important characteristic for its archival organization. 
42 POP. 
43 POP, “POP, un outil.” 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid.  
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produced, foregrounding their status as historic documents and emphasizing photography’s value 

as an artistic, as well as archival, medium.  

In my “excavation” of the CMHA archive, I look at the layers of meaning that are 

produced in each of these iterations while paying particular attention to the production of the 

archive itself as an institution. The boundaries of this archive are elusive; they are created, re-

formed, digitized, and re-combined. Material created in the same place and during the same time 

period has ended up in different archives. Most fundamentally, the archival material (like a lot of 

the archaeological material) has been exported from Algeria to France.46  

Because my attention in this thesis is on the construction of colonial narratives by the 

French government, my archival research focuses on their archives. This is not intended to 

suggest that other interpretations don’t exist, or aren’t archived, (see discussion of shadow 

archives below), or, least of all, to perpetuate such narratives. My intentions instead are to draw 

attention to the complex ways in which these narratives were created by French authorities and 

the role of the archaeological photograph as an instrument of colonial control.  

Ann Laura Stoler suggests that we should look at the rules that constitute the colonial 

archive and its production instead of simply critiquing its components.47 Eric Ketelaar similarly 

suggests that scholars should look at the “tacit narratives” of an archive.48 This means 

considering what the CMHA archive implies, particularly about French colonialism and systems 

of power, as well as how that is engaged, visually, through references in individual photographs, 

and how these images operate as a group to enhance and reify such narratives.  

                                                
46 For more on this see Gathara, “The Path to Colonial Reckoning is through Archives, not Museums.” 
47 Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance;” Stoler, Along the Archival Grain.  
48 Ketelaar, “Tacit Narratives.”  
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Reading the CMHA archive requires moving between different physical and digital 

spaces and, often, recombining evidence for oneself. That said, it is still possible to discern how 

ideas about this material (and its organization) have changed over time. The archive itself is a not 

unlike an archaeological record: by looking closely at its stratigraphy, it is possible to trace what 

sites, monuments, and ideas were important at particular moments and how these interests have 

changed over time.  

 

Photographs as Sites of Memory 

 Pierre Nora uses the term “lieux de mémoire” to describe the “embodiment of memory in 

certain sites where a sense of historical continuity persists.”49 Due to the mission and nature of 

the CMHA project, its photographs have a concomitant interest in representing the sites’ cultural 

relevance, especially as it relates to French national heritage. They do this by prompting a 

shared, social memory.50 Through particular visual references, as well as the action of taking the 

photograph, the CMHA images claim ownership over the sites they represent and function to 

perpetuate particular ways of interpreting them.   

Negotiations of heritage claims take place in both the visual content of the image as well 

as through the action of taking a photograph. Photography itself was used as a tool for imagining 

and organizing the colony and its use within the CMHA context is closely related to possession 

and control. From the beginning, the tools used to plan imperial expansion in North Africa were 

similarly and simultaneously used to take account of the archaeological material in the region. 

                                                
49 Nora, “Between Memory and History,” 7. 
50 For more on social memory see Alcock, Archaeologies of the Greek Past, especially 1-35.  
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As a result, the very act of taking a photograph of this material is entangled with this history and 

associated with asserting colonial control.  

The practice of documenting ancient remains as a part of imperial expansion was first 

established during the French campaign in Egypt, the results of which were compiled into the 

Description de l’Egypte and published between 1809-1822.51 In North Africa, Napoleon directed 

forces to document historical and geographical information while they were gathering 

antiquities.52 Officers made maps, surveyed territory, and recorded finds in order to ensure that 

all antiquities were “properly” recorded and registered by French authorities.53 Mapmaking, in 

particular, played an important role in planning imperial expansion and claiming ownership of 

cultural resources; in fact, J.B. Harley has argued that cartography was as useful a tool to 

imperialism as guns and warships.54  

The CMHA photographs emphasize a scientific, “objective” way of depicting Roman 

material which is closely related to this history. This is apparent in a broadly standardized mode 

of recording Roman ruins as well as efforts to document monuments from multiple perspectives. 

Anne Godlewska refers to this as “scientific imperialism,” and argues that such representation 

carries a powerful ideological message and functions to support a myth of progress from ancient 

Egypt to nineteenth-century France as a history of “Western civilization.”55 By drawing on a 

                                                
51 Effros, Incidental Archaeologists, 6; for more on the Description and its relationship with French imperial 
ideology see Godleweska, “Map, Text, and Image.”  
52 Effros, Incidental Archaeologists, 5-6.  
53 Ibid, 259.  
54 Harley, “Deconstructing the Map,” 282; for more on the relationship between mapmaking, claims of ownership, 
and imperialism, see also Heffernan, “A Paper City.”  
55 Godlewska, “Map, Text, and Image,” 6-7; Godleweska’s focus in this paper is the Description and the 
construction of Ancient Egypt in the European popular imagination; however, as discussed above, this project was 
very much a precursor for the types of scientific image-making that occurred during and immediately following 
France’s conquest of Algeria. Furthermore, the use of constructed, Enlightenment, concepts such as objectivity have 
distinct parallels in both projects; for more on the emergence of scientific objectivity during the nineteenth century, 
its development, and its relationship to scientific image-making, see also Daston and Galison, Objectivity. 
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carefully cultivated visual vocabulary—or aesthetic—of objectivity, the CMHA photographs 

establish their authority and present the various narratives they display as truth.  

Archaeological photography is, in many ways, dependent on the perception that it is 

objective or, at least, that it has the potential to be used objectively. Various rules and standards 

have been applied to the process in order to provide a “clear image” and mitigate possible 

interpretive problems; however, such practices simply construct a false notion of objectivity 

characterized by a narrow selection of aesthetic qualities.  

For example, a 1901 instruction manual by the CMHA on properly conducting 

archaeological excavation in Algeria includes instructions of what to photograph, how, and when 

alongside other directions for excavation and its documentation.56 It advises taking a photograph 

of the site before beginning excavation and then several times throughout the process. It notes 

that statues, reliefs, and architectural features (especially capitals) need to be photographed close 

enough to clearly document detail and asks that a meter stick be included in the frame or that 

measurements be recorded on the back of the photograph. The booklet also pays particular 

attention to instructing how this material should be combined with any maps or drawings in the 

excavation log and sent to the Gouverneur Général de l’Algérie. 

This attention to documentation reveals the important role that photography played (and 

continues to play) in preserving and sharing information about Roman material and its 

excavation as well as its simultaneous connection to the political administration. The CMHA 

photographs, especially in their current archival iteration, do not strictly follow these guidelines; 

instead, they combine this aesthetic of objectivity with other, recognizable, visual language 

                                                
56 MAP 80/1/119  
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associated with the fields of both heritage and archaeology. For example, several of the images 

document architectural features up-close (as suggested in the 1901 manual) and borrow many of 

the same principles of architectural drawing.57 

One of Albert Ballu’s photographs of two Corinthian capitals illustrates this point (Figure 

1). In this image, the two capitals take up the majority of the composition. They appear to have 

been set up on a ledge for documentation; the focus of this image is to record their sculptural 

detail, rather than document their find spot. In this way, the image resembles earlier architectural 

drawings, such as those by Antoine Desgodetz (1653-1728), a French architect whose work 

played an important role in introducing French architects to Roman monuments and antiquities 

(Figure 2).58 In the photograph, however, because of the way the capitals are set up, this 

sculptural detail is placed within the context of the broader archaeological site and landscape 

behind it, rather than an empty background, as would be typical of the drawings it resembles. 

This creates a different type of engagement with the object itself, contextualizing this particular 

find within greater narratives of archaeological discovery and exploration, as well as the 

conquest and colonization of the region.  

  

The French Colonial Imagination: Restoration and the “Classical Gaze” 

 Much of the allure of these images comes from the recognition of classical architecture as 

iconographic of empire.59 The photographs not only represent specific sites and monuments in 

Algeria, but also—perhaps more ardently—reference a familiar visual vocabulary of the classical 

past. This was largely based on perceptions of this history and its relevance to France’s present 

                                                
57 Edwards, Raw Histories, 59.  
58 D’Amico, “Desgodetz and the origins of modern surveying.”  
59 Diaz-Andreu, A World History of Nineteenth-Century Archaeology, 67; Ford, “The Inheritance of Empire,” 60.  
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which was built in to the French cultural imagination by familiar images ranging from Romantic 

painting to neoclassical architecture. Photographs of Roman sites appropriate this symbolic 

significance in order to convey the relevance of particular sites to the CMH. 

However, the images access this cultural memory through a process of simplifying, 

decontextualizing, and de-historicizing the archaeological material that they depict.60 In 

particular, the images (as well as the restoration undertaken by the CMHA) focus only on the 

Roman history of Timgad and its nineteenth/early twentieth-century appearance, disregarding the 

intervening period entirely.  

In short, they create a “classical gaze,” or standardized way of seeing, using, and thinking 

about Roman remains in the region.61 This gaze creates equivalences between past and present 

imperialism and removes current inhabitants from the picture, providing justification for French 

colonial actions. In this way, the antiquities acquire a sort of fetish-status in which their symbolic 

significance focuses on their relationship to narratives of “Western civilization” but are 

disassociated from the violence perpetuated by French officers during the period of 

colonization.62 

This has important implications for the way that both French and Roman colonization of 

the region are understood. Patricia Lorcin writes on the way that nostalgia and memory are used 

                                                
60 For more on the de-contextualization and commodification of archaeology as it relates to national imagination, see 
Hamilakis “From Ethics to Politics,” 16-17.  
61 Yannis Hamilakis and Fotis Ifantidis write on what they call the “standardized classical gaze,” referring to the 
way photographers in Greece took advantage of themes “staged and framed for them by archaeologists,” isolating 
them from modern material as well as material from different historical periods. This effect is also visible in the 
CMHA photographs; in this section I build upon this concept in order to consider the way themes from outside of 
archaeology (particularly those related to heritage narratives) are deployed photographically in order to construct a 
particular way of seeing the sites the CMHA photographs depict. Hamilakis and Ifantidis “The Photographic and the 
Archaeological,” 135.    
62 For more on this see Effros, Incidental Archaeologists.  
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to bridge past and present imperialism. 63 In particular, she argues that imperial nostalgia 

functions to obscure and silence trauma.64 With the CMHA photographs, this obscured trauma is 

two-fold: not only does their aesthetic appeal and appearance of objectivity obscure the violence 

of French imperialism, but it overlooks—and even idealizes—the violence associated with 

Roman imperialism as well.  

For example, the landscape provides a conceptual, material link between past and present 

imperialism.65 Images such as Albert Ballu’s 1894 photograph of the Arch of Trajan in the 

landscape engage with this directly (Figure 3). In this photograph, the majority of the 

composition is dedicated to the landscape, with overgrown vegetation dominating most of the 

foreground and the mountains expanding into the background. The Arch of Trajan is the focal 

point in the image and, along with other classical elements, appears to sprout out of the 

landscape almost out of nowhere. The image is composed like a traditional landscape, rather than 

an overview of the site intended to document archaeological information. There are parallels of 

this type of image outside of the CMHA archive, such as in official and popular writings on 

North Africa as well as in French Orientalist paintings.66  

John Zarobell argues that photographs of the colonial landscape transform Orientalist 

fantasy into colonial reality.67 France positioned its colonial practices as “reclaiming” Algeria as 

part of the European Mediterranean; this was often presented in ecological terms, in particular, 

the (false) belief that the natural resources of the region had declined since the Roman period due 

                                                
63 Lorcin “The Nostalgias for Empire.”  
64 Ibid, 270. 
65 For more on the relationship between landscape and imperialism, see W.J.T. Mitchell, “Imperial Landscape.” 
66 On photographs, see Davis “Desert ‘Wastes’ of the Maghreb, 363; On paintings see Davis Resurrecting the 
Granary of Rome, 2. 
67 Zarobell, Empire of Landscape, 109. 
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to destructive land-use practices of nomadic herders.68 This was one way the French connected 

their colonial practices to the Roman empire as justification; however, this narrative was based 

primarily on misconceptions of the classical past. The perception of the Maghreb as a fertile 

environment was based largely on the writings of Herodotus, Strabo, and Tacitus, as well as 

fourteenth-century North African historian Ibn Khaldun; these literary sources were combined 

with archaeological evidence of irrigation networks, olive presses, and wheat iconography.69 

However, modern evidence does not support the perception that the Maghreb produced 

significantly more grain during the Roman period than afterward; in fact, there is significant 

evidence for land degradation during the Roman period due to their agricultural techniques and 

expansion.70 

By connecting this imagined version of the classical past with physical, archaeological 

evidence, the CMHA photographs construct an encounter with this material that relies on a de-

historicized and individual encounter with antiquity. Marc Fehlmann argues that early 

photographs of classical sites ensure their survival into the modern world by constructing an idea 

of an “authentic” antiquity, which is largely based on idealized, sentimental notions of this 

past.71 A key example of this is the way that many of the photographs in the CMHA archive 

emphasize the status of particular monuments as ruins. This attention to the relative state of 

disrepair both testifies to the lasting influence of Roman control and supports narratives that such 

sites went untouched, unused, and unnoticed in the period between Roman and French control. 

                                                
68 French officials also attempted to emulate Roman farming and resource management, Mattingly “From One 
Colonialism to Another,” 56-57; for more on these misconceptions see also Ford, “Reforestation”; and Davis, 
“Desert ‘Wastes’ of the Maghreb.” 
69 Ford, “Reforestation,” 345-348. 
70 Davis, Resurrecting the Granary of Rome, 4-5.  
71 Fehlmann, “Under the Light of Helios,” 162. 
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For example, one of Edmond Duthoit’s photographs of the arch of Trajan depicts the 

monument prior to its excavation and restoration (Figure 4). In this image, the monumental scale 

of the arch and its status as a Roman ruin are emphasized compositionally. The photograph was 

shot at an angle and slightly downhill from the monument, which emphasizes its scale and 

monumentality. Piled up stones and rubble clutter the foreground of the image and, in the 

background, the monument is surrounded by nothing but the expanding landscape. By presenting 

it in its half-buried state, the image puts the viewer in the perspective of the archaeologist: it is 

up to the viewer’s imagination to picture the way the monument would have looked in its 

original or unburied state.  

This emphasis on ruins operates in two primary ways: first, to access cultural associations 

with ruins and, second, to create a narrative of French salvage.72 Because the CMHA project 

centered around the excavation and restoration of this material, it makes sense that there would 

be documentation of both the “before” and “after” of this process in the archive. However, the 

aesthetic interest in ruins that is apparent in Duthoit’s photograph (as well as others), has been 

adopted and reformulated from other visual depictions of ruins, particularly in French Romantic 

painting.73 For example, French painter Hubert Robert (1733-1808) was famous for representing 

classical ruins (of Rome in particular).74 There are distinct visual similarities in the way that 

                                                
72 This narrative was significant in counteracting critiques of the way that France had previously handled this 
material as a result of the level of destruction caused by the army. Effros, Incidental Archaeologists, see especially 
248-260.  
73 A full analysis of the exchange and influence between painters and photographers who travelled to Algeria at the 
end of the nineteenth century is, unfortunately, out of the scope of this thesis; however, it is worth briefly noting the 
visual similarities such photographs share with French romantic and Orientalist painting. Claire Lyons points out 
that the pictorial traditions established during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had a decided impact on 
nineteenth-century photography, Lyons “Archives in Ruins,” 90. 
74 For more on Robert see Grasselli et. al, Hubert Robert.  
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Robert presents people engaging with ruins and the relationship between the ruins and the 

landscape and the way ruins are depicted in the CMHA photographs (Figures 5-6).  

 By drawing on such associations, these photographs mediate a viewer’s encounter with 

the classical past and elide a nineteenth-century encounter with the ruins with an ancient one. 

Roland Barthes writes on the superimposition of reality and of the past, stating: 

the type of consciousness the photograph involves is indeed truly unprecedented, since it 
establishes not a consciousness of the being-there of the thing (which any copy could 
provoke) but an awareness of its having-been-there. What we have is a new space-time 
category: spatial immediacy and temporal anteriority, the photograph being an illogical 
conjunction between the here-now and the there-then.75  

 
In the case of the archeological photograph, this effect is, in a way, doubled: there are two there-

thens in each image: the there-then of the more recent past in which the photograph was taken, 

and the imagined there-then of the ancient past of these monuments. In this way, the long history 

of the monument is simplified into these two specific moments; as a result, it strengthens the 

connections between them and perpetuates narratives of a direct link, or lineage of “Western 

civilization” beginning with the Romans and culminating with France.  

 Restoration has a similar de-historicizing effect. Kimberly Cassibry points out the way 

the restoration of Trajan’s arch at Timgad symbolically transforms the monument into a 

“triumph” of French colonial efforts.76 In many ways (although, not precisely in definition) this 

process of restoration resembles a spoliation of the original monument. The restorations 

undertaken by the CMHA fundamentally alter the original monument in order to assert its 

contemporary cultural significance; like spoliation, it reintroduces physical elements of the past 

                                                
75 Barthes, “Rhetoric of the Image,” 134. 
76 Cassibry, “Reception of the Roman Arch Monument,” 266.  
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into a new present context while retaining some of its original associative value.77 In short, 

through restorations, the CMHA emphasizes the material link between Roman and French 

imperialism in order to re-contextualize a particular site as one of French colonization and 

heritage.  

 Lucia Allais argues that architectural preservation is a medium through which 

monuments are recreated and transformed.78 The restorations undertaken by the CMHA were 

made according to specific, aesthetic, values; what is restored (and how) is based on constructed 

notions of what is historically significant.79 This includes both the types of monuments that are 

restored as well as the period to which they were restored. By returning these monuments to their 

“original” appearance, restoration efforts emphasize the Roman period as the most significant, or 

even “authentic” version of the monument and moment of its long history. Through restoration 

and, particularly, by materially linking the monuments to French imperialism, the monuments 

are re-made as sites of French patrimoine. 

Photography, of course, played an important role in monumentalizing these restoration 

efforts and created a narrative of French salvage of this seemingly abandoned past. The 

photographs and the restoration efforts work together to create an encounter with these sites that 

is focused on their status as “monuments historiques.” The de-contextualization and de-

historicization that occurs as a result allows the monuments and their symbolic significance, 

quoted photographically, to be appropriated and reconfigured into different contexts such as 

archives and publications, which were also created and defined by the CMHA.  

                                                
77 Brilliant, “Authenticity and Alienation,” 168; For more on the relationship between spolia and appropriation see 
Brilliant and Kinney, Reuse Value. 
78 Allais, “Integrities,” 33-34; see also Allais, Designs of Destruction especially “Introduction,” 1-31.  
79 For example, Oulebsir writes on the way that ancient material was restored through scenic arrangements. 
Oulebsir, “From Ruins to Heritage,” 362.  
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Discursive Space of the Archive 

 In her 1982 essay “Photography’s Discursive Spaces: Landscape/View,” Rosalind Krauss 

argues that photographic meaning is dependent on the discursive space in which the image 

operates.80 For the CMHA photographs, this discursive space is the colonial, patrimonial, and 

photographic archive of which they form a part. By 1880, when the CMHA was first established, 

the practice of using photography to protect and preserve French architectural patrimony was 

well-established.81 Thirty years earlier, the broader CMH had conducted a similar project (the, by 

now famous, Mission Héliographique).82 The Mission Héliographique was essentially a salvage 

project with the goal of preserving France’s architectural heritage in response to the destruction 

of the French revolution.83 Five photographers were sent across France to document the nation’s 

architectural patrimony, creating an archive of about 300 images.84  

 Krauss refers to this earlier project in her essay, calling it “unachieved” because the 

majority of these images were never published, exhibited, or, in many cases, even printed.85 I 

would contend, however, that the discursive space of the works created by the Mission 

Héliographique and the CMHA had much more to do with the production of these images than 

their reception. Because both projects fall under the umbrella of the CMH, like the photographs 

created by the Mission Héliographique, the CMHA photographs claim patrimonial ownership 

over the monuments that they represent.  

                                                
80 Krauss, “Photography’s Discursive Spaces.” 
81 For more on photography and the CMH see Fourestié and Gui, Photographier le Patrimoine; Elizabeth Edwards 
has also written about photography as a tool for architectural “salvage” in England. See Edwards, The Camera as 
Historian; Edwards, “Salvaging our Past.” 
82 For more on the Mission Héliographique see Boyer “La Mission Héliographique” de Mondenard, La Mission 
Héliographique.  
83 Bohrer, Photography and Archaeology, 116.  
84 Ibid. 
85 Krauss, “Photography’s Discursive Spaces,” 315.  
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 The archive is a mode of performing heritage. Laurajane Smith argues that there is “no 

such thing as heritage” and that heritage is better understood as a performance.86 This model of 

understanding heritage draws attention away from physical sites in favor of the acts of 

commemoration that lead to their perception as heritage. Such performances are often rooted in 

institutional structures and perceived “expert” knowledge.87 The very act of photographing 

particular monuments attests to their significance, as does the perception of these photographs as 

“scientific” images.88 Their later incorporation into an official, state-sponsored, archive of 

French patrimony, further emphasizes the photograph as an act of commemoration.  

 The CMHA archive produces an “authorized” list of the most significant monuments, 

leading to their eventual canonization. The conception of certain sites as historically significant 

is constructed by the archive and contingent upon this context. Michel Foucault argues that the 

archive establishes statements as events and things.89 While Foucault’s definition of the archive 

is primarily metaphorical (as he is focused more on the historic production of knowledge than 

referring to a literal, physical collection), it is worth considering in relation to the CMHA 

archives, their function, and the narratives they produce about both the classical past and the 

French colonial project.   

 The images themselves are a part of a much larger “program” which introduces and 

orients the French public, government, and scholars to the remains and their significance; other 

elements of this include museums, libraries, and archives, all of which were created under the 

                                                
86 Smith, “There is no such thing as heritage;” Smith, “The ‘doing’ of heritage.” 
87 Smith, “There is no such thing as heritage,” 12-13.  
88 This, of course, also depends on who photographed them, when, and how often. 
89 Foucault, “The Historical a priori and the Archive.” 
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purview of the CMHA project.90 Differences between French and local management of classical 

material in Algeria allowed France to claim and define archaeological material as part of 

France’s national heritage, with local ideas about it taking a secondary role.91 Within the archive, 

the CMHA photographs are organized to construct a particular narrative of the classical past and 

France’s relationship to it.92 These narratives are told at the expense of alternative, particularly 

local, experiences with the remains. However, this does not mean that non-French local 

populations did not have a relationship with the Roman material in the region; both Yannis 

Hamilakis and Benjamin Anderson have written about the important role local actors play in 

creating archaeological knowledge.93 Almost certainly, local actors impacted the preservation, 

protection, and interpretation of the remains; however, they are deliberately excluded from the 

colonial archive and many of the CMHA photographs.94 When present in the archives, what is 

recorded is details of French impressions of local actors, and is therefore rather one-sided.95 

 Some photographs, however, do record local, non-French actors. For example, workmen 

appear in a couple of excavation photographs taken by Edmond Duthoit (Figures 7-8). The visual 

content of the CMHA photographs and the narratives constructed by the archive function to 

reinforce each other. Images of restoration are contextualized within a narrative of salvage 

                                                
90 Benedict Anderson argues that the census, the map, and the museum operate together to visualize colonies in the 
nineteenth century; Anderson “Census, Map, Museum.” For more on the early establishment of museums in Algeria, 
see Effros, “Museum Building.” 
91 Oulebsir, Les usages du patrimoine, 13-16. 
92 Mieke Bal argues, for example, that a collection is a narrative and can therefore be thought of in narratological 
terms; the archive, too, can be thought of as a narrative constructed by those who built it in order to tell a particular 
story or preserve particular histories. Bal “Telling Objects.” On the photographic archive as a collection (and its 
relationship to eighteenth and nineteenth-century antiquarianism), see Edwards, Raw Histories, 31. 
93 Hamilakis, “Indigenous Archaeologies in Ottoman Greece”; Anderson, “’An Alternative Discourse.’” 
94 Alternative “shadow” archives created by local actors documenting their own encounters with this material may 
exist; however, non-French local perspectives are largely excluded from the French institutional structures described 
in this thesis. I borrow this term and concept from Christina Riggs; Riggs, Photographing Tutankhamun, 163.  
95 For example, documentation from archaeological exploration in Tunisia record the usefulness of the local 
population’s familiarity with the topography of the region and descriptions of locals protecting the monuments. AN 
F/17/13055.  
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because of their placement in this particular archive. For example, before and after images of 

French restoration efforts appear throughout the archive (for example, see Figures 9-10). Such 

images are significant from an archival standpoint because they document this transformation, 

but not its physical process. As a result, their meaning is dependent on the context of the archive 

itself, giving the credit of this “salvage” to the institution of the CMHA and the associated 

expertise of its architects, rather than the laborers who completed it. 

Other images of local actors similarly function to promote a rhetoric of French authority 

and expertise and perpetuate Orientalist ideas and imagery. For example, in a photograph by 

Edmond Duthoit, a French official poses on a fallen architectural frieze (Figure 11). A local 

person (like the French official, identifiable by his dress) stands behind him and appears to be 

handing him a small find to inspect.96 In this image, French expertise is constructed visually 

through the gesture of receiving the object and the casual possessive-ness with which he poses 

on the frieze.  

Outside of this, there are more examples of Orientalist-style imagery of non-French local 

actors, many of which were taken by Séraphin-Médéric Mieusement (an architectural 

photographer, 1840-1905). For the most part these are travel photographs which appear in 

photographic albums, rather than the archival/documentary images that are the primary focus of 

this thesis.97 This type of image is one example of how the two modes influenced each other and 

interacted to form a particular view of the region, its inhabitants, and their relationship to the 

classical past. 

                                                
96 Neither figure is identified by name on the POP site.  
97 Mieusement, Séraphin-Médéric. Monuments Antiques et arabes: Mission 1893. BNF. 



  
 
 
 

  28 

The archive, in this case, is a function of the colonial state; this relationship is apparent in 

both the structure of the archive as well as in the visual content of the photographs that form it.98  

The symbolic claim of ownership and organizing principles function in tandem with colonial 

laws and bureaucracy. Stéphane Gsell (French historian and archaeologist, 1864-1932) 

advocated for immediately classifying archaeological objects in order to emphasize that they 

belonged to the state.99 Legal language claimed ownership over this material in relation to 

French ownership of the land on which they were found.100 Once they were legally claimed as 

property of the state, the laws indicated that the French were therefore responsible for the 

conservation, protection, and surveillance of the monuments.101 These laws were revisited and 

updated according to local circumstances and, in general, created bureaucracy surrounding the 

excavation of antiquities under the auspices of their “correct” classification and protection.102 

French surveillance of the monuments is also documented in the archive 

photographically. Such images function alongside these documentations of the legal construction 

of ownership in order to visually reinforce their control over the monuments. For example, 

several photographs depict French officials standing on monuments and surveying the site 

(Figure 12). Still others depict officers standing in front of monuments, as if guarding—and 

thereby claiming ownership over—them. (Figure 13). Moreover, archaeological recording 

methods themselves were a mode of surveillance; Julian Thomas, for example, argues that 

                                                
98 For more on the colonial archive and how it functions to sustain colonial order, see Stoler, Along the Archival 
Grain.  
99 This is noted in a report he authored. MAP 80/1/119 
100 ANOM ALG GGA 55s/1 
101 MAP 80/1/119 
102 MAP 80/1/119; MAP 80/1/121 
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because of the relationship between these methods and a surveilling gaze, archaeologists seem to 

be “seeking to monitor and discipline the past.”103 

 

Publications: Constructing Archaeological Knowledge Photographically  

 In addition to the role the archive plays in constructing a history of these sites and their 

restoration, publications are a primary way the CMHA photographs communicate information. 

The CMHA planned, collaborated on, and had a certain degree of control over publications of 

these sites.104 However, tracking the “economy” of these photographs—that is, the extent of their 

production, circulation, and consumption—is somewhat difficult given the relative lack of 

information on them in both the archives and in many publications.105 There are many examples 

of images in each that are not attributed to a particular photographer at all. Of course, this is itself 

interesting. Although it can be, to an extent, explained by lack of records or general archival 

issues, it is also revealing about the status and function of the archaeological photograph. For 

example, it reveals a lack of emphasis on authorship—and as a result, subjectivity—and exposes 

a particular type of expected viewer engagement, in which the viewer takes in this information 

without critical consideration of who made it, under what circumstances, and to convey which 

messages.  

 Both archaeologists and architects published Timgad material; in general, however, these 

publications tend to cover the archaeology of North Africa more broadly.106 Those that focus on 

                                                
103 Julian Thomas, “The Politics of Vision and the Archaeologies of Landscape,” 25.  
104 MAP 80/1/64 
105 I borrow the phrase “visual economy” from Deborah Poole, whose work on the production and circulation of 
colonial images from the Andes provides a model for considering not just visual culture, but also the ways that the 
production, circulation, consumption, and possession of images contributes to their meaning and helps them accrue 
value. Poole, Vision, Race, and Modernity; see especially “Introduction,” 3-24. 
106 For example, Cagnat, Carthage, Timgad, Tébessa; Lassus et al., Histoire de l’Algérie par ses monuments.  
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Timgad include a range of archaeological reports, historic overviews, and introductions for a 

general audience of local tourists, which were primarily French settlers.107 In 1905, Émile 

Bœswillwald (general inspector of historic monuments), René Cagnat (an archaeologist), and 

Albert Ballu (head architect of the CMHA) published Timgad: une cité africaine sous l’empire 

romain with the explicit intention of publishing the drawings, maps, and photographs of Roman 

material from the city produced by the CMHA over the (at that point) ten years of its 

excavation.108 The book was the first published history of the city during the Roman period and 

is well-illustrated with drawings, maps, and photographs produced by the CMHA.109 It is 

organized by the main urban sites and each section includes some historical background; for the 

most part, however, the book is an analysis of the archaeology of the site, indicating that the 

intended reader is one interested in the archaeological specifics of Timgad, rather than a general 

history of the city under Roman rule.  

 The photographs function to introduce and orient the reader to the site itself as well as its 

archaeology. In Timgad, the photographs are, for the most part, published as plates at the end of 

this text. They occasionally appear within the text as well, although the interspersed illustrations 

are primarily engravings made from photographs. Photographs are included at the beginning of 

each section, introducing the reader to the site or monument that is about to be discussed.  

 In the publication, the photographs require a different type of viewer engagement than 

they do in the archive. In particular, they function to illustrate and support the claims being made 

                                                
107 For example, Ballu published an illustrated guide aimed towards a general tourist audience in 1903. Ballu, 
Albert. Guide Illustré. 
108 Cagnat lays this out in his preface; Bœswillwald et al., Timgad.  
109 Ibid. The main photographers in this publication include René Cagnat, Albert Ballu, and Médéric Mieusement, 
although there are also plenty of examples of anonymous images from the CMHA archive that illustrate this text as 
well.  
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by the text itself and, as such, are entangled with the production of archaeological knowledge. 

For example, the chapter on the theater is introduced by a photograph taken by Médéric 

Mieusement (Figure 14).110 The photograph, taken uphill from the theater, showcases the way 

that it is situated in the landscape and the urban structure of the ancient city. The foreground 

shows the hill the photographer stands on, making it clear that the theater is cut into the hill (a 

typical construction as the text notes) and the arch of Trajan is visible in the background, 

orienting the viewer; behind the arch, the landscape expands into the Aurès mountains behind 

it.111 The text provides a similar introduction, describing how one might move through the city to 

the theater, introducing the reader to this new section from the last with a similar sense of 

movement, “Du forum nous passons au théâtre…”112  

These photographs are didactic; they direct the viewer’s attention and teach him/her how 

to look at and engage with the site itself. As the (purported) custodians of the knowledge 

represented in these photographs, the archaeologist and photographer appear as its authority.  

 Photography changes the way that we think about the site; we are trained not to look at the 

photograph, but at the material it contains. The result is a “slippage” between the image and the 

object that it depicts.113 The photograph becomes an icon; it does not simply represent the site it 

depicts but takes its place, making a dynamic site into an object and simplifying and focusing a 

viewer’s attention according to what the photographer thought was important.  

Because the photographers of this publication were CMHA architects, this is entangled 

with the heritage narratives that functioned as the basis of this project. In this presentation, the 

                                                
110 Ibid 93.  
111 Ibid 95. 
112 Ibid 93. 
113 Edwards, Raw Histories, 56.  
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CMHA photographs transform from documentation of the project to a mode of illustrating the 

history being written about the site itself. They shape this history by constructing this visual 

authority and controlling what viewers look at to learn about this material and the way that they 

see it.  

 

Conclusion: A Decolonial Archaeological Photography?  

 Photographs are important tools for archaeologists; not only do they document and 

preserve finds and stages of excavation, but they play a fundamental role in producing 

archaeological knowledge. Yasmine Espert asks the question: “can photography be 

decolonial?”114 In her essay, Espert concludes that photographs can contribute to a decolonial 

future, but that this decolonial work “can only go as far as our questions and methods allow.”115 

Following Espert’s question, we might ask: is there such thing as a decolonial archaeological 

photograph? And what does it look like to reimagine the role of the photograph within the field 

of archaeology? 

 Photography is fundamentally generative and it is up to us to determine its meaning. This 

meaning can change over time and depending on context. The role and function of the 

archaeological photograph is up to us and the questions that we ask of it. The historic 

archaeological photograph, like those taken by the CMHA, can be used to better understand 

classical archaeology’s colonial past. The modern archaeological photograph, too, requires a 

choice: do we replicate colonial standards and their constructed aesthetic of objectivity, or do we 

imagine new possibilities for the future of archaeological documentation?  

                                                
114 Espert, “Can Photography be Decolonial?” 
115 Ibid. 
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 We are left with a critical choice, not unlike the one framed by Roland Barthes in his 

conclusion to Camera Lucida with which we began this paper: do we continue to underestimate 

the power of the archaeological photograph, or do we use it as a tool for imagining a de-colonial 

and more just future for archaeology and heritage?    
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