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Elizabeth Edwards, a British researcher, has distinguished 
two types of photographic collections in museums: photo-
graphs of acknowledged artistic quality and of official status 
in the institution’s structures (supervised by photography 
departments or print cabinets) and those which she refers to 
as ‘non-collections’1, namely reproductions and prints which 
are at most attributed a ‘documenting’ value. In Edwards’s 
view, photographs are the only group of museum objects 
that can be at the same time collector’s items: artistic pho-
tographs, the only preserved copies of prints in historic tech-
niques, or tools for managing the institution: photographs 
serving to register, document, and present objects in inter-
nal reports, official publications, or on websites.2 Edwards’s 
conclusions stem from her own intense research, conducted 
for almost fifteen years, into photo archives, history of their 
creation, their current status in different scientific and cul-
tural institutions, as well as their past.3

Initially, photo collections in museums remained margin-
alized in their research by scholars interested in the topic. 
They have, however, become more and more often topic of 

academic research,4 which, regrettably, encounters many 
obstacles. In the case of photographs basic sources are of-
ten missing: accession registration, inventories, donors’ and 
traders’ correspondence, notes on a given print’s origin.5 
Most commonly, in museum inventories registering a pho-
tograph in the collection was marked enigmatically, the in-
ventory featuring e.g., merely the number of the acquired 
photos, only briefly their theme. In effect, today’s preserved 
collections are composed of numerous, often anonymous 
photographs of different, most frequently unidentified ori-
gin, representing different techniques, and dating from al-
most all possible historical periods.6

In the present paper I would like to shed some light on 
the circumstances of creating photo collections in German 
museums at the turn of the 20th century. For the purpose 
of the paper the following collections formed at that time 
have been analysed: Poznan’s Emperor Frederick Museum 
(Kaiser Friedrich Museum), Torun Municipal Museum 
(Städtisches Museum), and the Szczecin Municipal 
Museum (Städtisches Museum).7 These collections have 
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been partially preserved in Polish institutions which have 
survived until today, and which took over the property 
of German museums in the interwar period (Poznan and 
Torun), and after 1945 (Szczecin).

From among the three enumerated institutions, the first 
opened was the Torun Municipal Museum. In 1861, in one 
of the rooms of the Torun Town Hall a collection of objects 
at the disposal of the local German Copernicus Society 
for Science and Art (Coppernicus-Verein für Wissenschaft 
und Kunst) and the Torun Municipality was made available 
to the general public.8 From the beginning, the Municipal 
Museum cooperated with the Municipality and the Society, 
while its collection (prehistoric artefacts, local crafts and 
art) were of regional character. The institution thrived  
under Arthur Semrau as its curator (1862–1940).9

Although the genesis of the Poznan Museum, similar-
ly as of that in Torun, was grounded on the collection of  
a local scientific institution: Historical Society of the Poznan 
Province (Historische Gesellschaft für die Provinz Posen), 
the Emperor Frederick Museum launched in 1904 had and 
built a collection that was not limited exclusively to local 
topics. Established by the local government in 1893 as the 
Provincial Museum (Provinzialmuseum), at the turn of the 
20th century, enjoying the support of Berlin’s central au-
thorities, it turned into a museum financed from three 
sources: the Treasury of the Kingdom of Prussia, the local 
government: Provincial Association of the Poznan Province 
(Provinzialverband der Provinz Posen), as well as by the 
Poznan Municipality.10 Its sumptuous seat raised thanks 
to the financing provided by the central Prussian budget 
housed collections connected with prehistory, nature, his-
tory, and the region’s culture, but, first and foremost, it con-
tained high-quality collections of old and contemporary art, 
as well as of artistic crafts, developed thanks to Director 
Ludwig Kaemmerer (1862–1938).11

Opened in 1913, the latest from among the three, the 
Municipal Museum in Szczecin was also based on the col-
lections of various types of societies established in the city 
much earlier, namely in the first half of the 19th century: first 
of all, the Pomeranian Union of Art (Kunstverein) and the 
Society of the Pomeranian Museum (Verein Pommersches 
Museum).12 Following the agreements concluded in the late 
19th century by the Szczecin Municipality with the Boards 
of those organisations, their collections were donated to 
the city, to be managed by its authorities, and to be subse-
quently displayed to the public in a spacious edifice raised 
thanks to residents’ contributions.13 Under Director Walter 
Riezler (1878–1968) the Museum extended its artistic col-
lection, particularly of contemporary art.14

In the early 20th century, the enumerated museums dif-
fered in: legal and administrative status (the Torun and 
Szczecin ones belonged to their respective Municipalities, 
while the Poznan Museum was subordinated to the Province 
local government), position and prestige (the Poznan and 
Szczecin Museums were stately showpieces of two cap-
itals of Prussian provinces; deprived of its own seat, the 
Torun Museum was more of a local character), financing 
(the Szczecin Museum enjoyed financing from the Prussian 
Ministry of Cult, the Szczecin and Torun institutions had to 
rely on municipal financing and support from local associa-
tions). However, in each, a collection of photographs was 

started; although only partially preserved, the photographs 
well illustrate how in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
three basic types of photo collections were formed. To  
a great degree, they were connected with the education 
and research functions of a museum. They were: 1. collec-
tions of reproductions treated as researchers’ workshop, 2. 
archives of local historic monuments, 3. repositories of craft 
and industry pattern books.

Researcher’s workshop
At the turn of the 20th century, German museology ex-
pressed a well-rooted conviction that museums, next to 
the displayed collections and their extensions, should also 
contain specialized departments dedicated to conduct-
ing research. Such a recommendation was unequivocally 
expressed by Karl Koetschau (1868–1949), an art histo-
rian and museum curator, founder of the first specialized 
journal for museum curators ‘Museumskunde: Zeitschrift 
Für Verwaltung Und Technik Öffentlicher Und Privater 
Sammlungen’.15 The journal expressed the calls for estab-
lishing the following in museums: a department for re-
searchers, another one for students and amateurs, and 
the third one for more general public. In practical terms, 
Koetschau suggested that the collection available for public 
display should be separated from the collection assigned for 
research: both that conducted by professionals, as well as 
of more amateur and knowledge-disseminating character. 

And so in the early 20th century in German museums 
study departments were created; understood as basis for 
academic research and education platform for pupils, stu-
dents and amateur enthusiasts, they contained library col-
lections and reproduction collections (Vorbildersammlung 
or Vorlagensammblung). The latter were composed of re-
productions of artworks in different photographic or photo-
mechanic techniques, also in the form of glass slides which 
could be purchased from numerous companies special-
izing in taking photos of art monuments, e.g., Alinari from 
Florence, Anderson from Rome, Berlin-based Franz Stoedtner 
Institute for Scientific Projection (Institut für wissenschaftliche 
Projection), and Seemann-Verlag from Leipzig.

Setting collections of art works’ reproductions in muse-
ums resulted from two parallel tendencies: the growing as 
of the 1860s popularity of photography in research into and 
teaching history or art16, as well as the call for consolidating 
museums’ educational role.17 Reproduction collections were 
resorted to both by users of museum reading rooms study-
ing artwork reproductions and during popularizing lectures 
conducted at museums in the early 20th century.

The onset of the reproduction collection at the Poznan 
Emperor Frederick Museum dates back to 1902 when the 
Museum (at the time under construction) was given 2.000 
photographs and ca 14.000 prints from the Berlin Royal 
Print Cabinet.18 The collection grew really quickly, and al-
ready in 1904 it amounted to 16.000 items.19 By 1918, the 
Museum had amassed over 22.000 reproductions of paint-
ings, sculptures, architecture, artistic crafts, kept in pur-
pose-made boxes, files, and cabinets. The majority of that 
collection has been preserved at the National Museum in 
Poznan to this day.20 In harmony with the assumptions of 
the Museum Director, the collection, in combination with 
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the book collection, was to serve studying history of art.21 
Next to professional researchers: Museum employees or 
professors at the German Royal Academy in Poznan, a sub-
stitute university, in the Museum reading room there were 
mainly men of no profession (school students), women of no 
profession [not having a job], craftsmen, university students, 
technicians, factory owners, merchants.22

The Poznan Museum collection of reproductions was con-
nected with a set of glass diapositives. The slides were for the 
first time recorded in the inventory in 1904.23 By 1911, the 
collection had amassed slightly over 600 items. After 1918, 
almost all the slides were transferred to the Seminar of Art 
History at the newly-established Polish University of Poznan, 

this fact registered in Museum inventories with the note: 
passed to the Poznan university.24 Over 1.000 have been pre-
served in the photo collection of the Audiovisual Archive of 
the Faculty of Art Studies at the Adam Mickiewicz University 
in Poznan. In the German Museum this collection played an 
important role in teaching history of art. It was used dur-
ing classes for students at the German Royal Academy, with 
e.g., Museum Director Ludwig Kaemmerer serving as one of 
the professors, as well as in popularizing lectures held at the 
Emperor Frederick Museum by its employees.

A similar function was assigned to the set of glass slides 
collected as of 1910 at the Szczecin Municipal Museum, pre-
served to this day at the National Museum in Szczecin.25  

1. Pietà, Wilhelm Ackermann, 1849, Cathedral of St Paul in Münster, glass 
diapositive, Company: Franz Stoedtner Institut fur wissenschaftliche 
Projektionsphotographie, from the collection of the Kaiser Friederich-Museum 
in Posen, currently Audiovisual Archive of the Department of Art Studies,  
A. Mickiewicz University in Poznan

2. Ricarda di Tivoli, Anselm Feurbach, 1868, National Gallery in Berlin, 
glass diapositive, Company: Franz Stoedtner Institut fur wissenschaftliche 
Projektionsphotographie, from the collection of the Kaiser Friederich-Museum 
in Posen, currently Audiovisual Archive of the Department of Art Studies,  
A. Mickiewicz University in Poznan 

3. Two Gothic Arches on the Back Wall of the Pharmacy at 27 Szeroka Street, 
1906/1907, Photo A. Jacobi, from the collection of the City Museum in Torun, 
currently Voivodeship Public Library: Nicolaus Copernicus Library in Torun, Cat. 
No. MAG Teka 4/31

4. Fortified Tower in Torun, Called Spanish Tower (demolished 1904), ca 1903, 
Photo H. Gerdom, from the collection of the City Museum in Torun, currently 
Voivodeship Public Library: Nicolaus Copernicus Library in Torun  Cat. No. MAG 
Teka 2/5
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Its Director Walter Riezler would purchase the reproduc-
tions in Szczecin, e.g., from the local Women’s Association, 
as well as from leading producers of diapositives. Riezler 
ran open lectures as part of the Municipal Museum’s coop-
eration with various local organisations;26 furthermore, he 
lectured at the School of Artistic Crafts in Szczecin.27

Archive of historic monuments
In the second half of the 19th century, in German museums 
photo archives of historic monuments (Denkmalarchiv) were 
founded. Most often such units were established at cultural 

history museums,28 namely institutions developing predomi-
nantly in German states, but also in Austria-Hungary29 and 
Switzerland. It was the German National Museum created in 
Nuremberg (Germanisches Nationalmuseum zu Nürnberg)30 
in 1852 that had a great impact on establishing institutions 
of this kind; at the Nuremberg Museum all objects related 
to Germanic cultural circle: documents in their originals and 
copies, art works, crafts products, historic mementoes, were 
amassed. As early as in 1857, the Bilderrepertorium, a col-
lection of image register31 was established; growing quickly, 
it collected different objects which were in the Museum’s 
sphere of interest.32

5. Interiors of Kleines Haus Glückert, 1901, design Patriz Huber, glass diapositive, 
anonymous author, from the collection of the Kaiser Friederich-Museum 
in Posen, currently Audiovisual Archive of the Department of Art Studies,  
A. Mickiewicz University in Poznan 

7. Tuscan room (former bedroom) at the Archbishops’ Residence in Würzburg 
(destroyed 1945), 1st half of the 18th c., glass diapositive, Company: Franz 
Stoedtner Institut fur wissenschaftliche Projektionsphotographie, from the 
collection of the Kaiser Friederich-Museum in Posen, currently Audiovisual 
Archive of the Department of Art Studies, A. Mickiewicz University in Poznan 

6. Gentlemen’s Room, presentation at the Paris World Fair, 1900, design 
Henry van de Velde, glass diapositive, Company: Franz Stoedtner Institut fur 
wissenschaftliche Projektionsphotographie, from the collection of the Kaiser 
Friederich-Museum in Posen, currently Audiovisual Archive of the Department 
of Art Studies, A. Mickiewicz University in Poznan 

8. Designs of Small Houses, design Ernst Grumbt, presentation at the 
International Hygiene Exhibition in Dresden, 1911, glass diapositive, 
anonymous author, from the collection of the Kaiser Friederich-Museum 
in Posen, currently Audiovisual Archive of the Department of Art Studies,  
A. Mickiewicz University in Poznan 
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At the turn of the 20th century, the Nuremberg Museum 
as well as numerous cultural history museums in Germany, 
called for a reform: introduction of a new collection clas-
sification scheme, reflection on the collection goals, and 
a new operation strategy. The changes introduced at the 
time in cultural history museums in Basel, Göttingen, 
and Jena meant for them to transform into regional his-
torical museums, limiting the presence of art works in 
their collection, emphasizing the primacy of utilitarian 
objects illustrating old local everyday life. Such chang-
es were supported by Otto Lauffer (1874–1949), a his-
torian, folklore researcher and museum curator who in 
1907 presented a new concept for historical museums in 
the ‘Museumskunde’ periodical.33 One of the tasks that 
Lauffer assigned to cultural history museums, more and 
more frequently referred to as historical, was the creation 
and designing of a local archive of historic monuments,34 
which would collect descriptions, drawings, yet first and 
foremost, photographs. Similar archives had been creat-
ed in cultural history museums before; Lauffer, in a way, 
consolidated their impact and documenting function, but 
also the academic one. The discussion on the role of cul-
tural history museums also impacted other German mu-
seums which had departments dedicated to cultural his-
tory monuments. 

In the Torun Municipal Museum the archive of his-
toric monuments was established in late 1896 and ear-
ly 1897 when above-mentioned Arthur Semrau became 
its Director.35 The collection expanded through donations 
and purchases. An important part of the archive could be 
seen in the so-called Körner Album (Körneralbum): a set 
of views of old private houses and shops of Torun, named 
in honour of Torun Mayor Theodor Eduard Körner (1810–
1891), passionate about the city’s history. The remains of 
the archive of Torun Historic Monuments at the Municipal 
Museum have been preserved in the Section of Special 
Collections of the Copernicus Library in Torun.36 

A photo archive of local historic monuments was also 
created at the Poznan Emperor Frederick Museum. Having 
been for the first time mentioned in sources in 1903,37 in 
1911, it already boasted ca 2.000 photographs and draw-
ings of historic artworks.38 Museum’s Director Ludwig 
Kaemmerer saw the application of this collection first of 
all in research work of art historians interested in Greater 
Poland art and of architects.39 However, little is known 
of this collection today. Still during the German times, 
at a moment difficult to define, photographs of specific 
objects, buildings, and historic monuments of Greater 
Poland, reached respective museum departments, com-
pleting their collections, and from that time on constituted 
research material for the work on specific local historic 
monuments of prehistory, nature, or architecture.40

Interestingly, the creation of the archive of historic mon-
uments in museums led, to a degree, to a competition with 
the activity of German conservation offices which in the 
late 19th century were units where collections of historic 
monuments’ documentation were founded.41 Occasionally, 
there occurred an exchange of information and document-
ing photographs between museums and conservation 
offices;42 in some regions museum employees also held 
functions of monument conservators.43

Repository of models and industrial 
pattern books

Collections of drawings, photographs, galvanoplastic mod-
els, print patterns dedicated to industrial design consti-
tuted important collections from the teaching perspec-
tive; they were amassed at industrial museums, widely 
established in Europe in the second half of the 19th cen-
tury, also called museums of crafts or artistic design.44 The 
goal of industrial museums was to promote high-class ar-
tistic crafts and design targeted at mass clients. As of the 
1880s, such institutions underwent reforms,45 while their 
purpose, officially supported by the Emperor, was to shape 
the artistic taste in the country and spread knowledge of 
culture.46 Already in the first of such institutions: the mod-
el South Kensington Museum, currently Victoria & Albert 
Museum,47 the Deutsches Gewerbe-Museum founded in 
Berlin in 1867, or the Kunstgewerbemusuem founded in 
1879,48 collections of reproductions of functional objects 
were created.

The responsibility of shaping the taste of beholders and 
promoting modern, also local, design rested on other muse-
um institutions as well, not only on the industrial museums 
established for the purpose. Such -Museum as the Emperor 
Frederick Museum in Poznan, or the Szczecin Municipal 

9. Objects from the cultural and historical section from the Kaiser Friederich-
-Museum in Posen, anonymous author, currently Archive of the National 
Museum in Poznan, Cat. No. 1686
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Museum, became involved in the promotion of German 
design or shaping knowledge of the impact of crafts on 
historical and contemporary social life, holding tempo-
rary exhibitions (products of German workshops and fac-
tories), together with knowledge-disseminating lectures 
that accompanied them.

The trace left after the lectures on industrial design 
conducted at the Poznan Museum can be found in a set 
of several dozen slides, once belonging to the Emperor 
Frederick Museum. They feature furniture and interiors, 
concepts for furnishing both rural houses and burgher’s 
ones, as well as designs by famous interior designers 
from the turn of the century: Patriz Huber (1878–1902) 
from Darmstadt, author of the interior décor of the fa-
mous Glückerthaus, or Henry van de Velde from Belgium. 
Photographs of German dwelling interiors: old ones and 
contemporary designs promoted at exhibitions, e.g., 
International Hygiene Exhibition in Dresden in 1911, were 
used as illustrations during lectures accompanying tem-
porary exhibitions.49 

Documentation of a museum collection

Among the sets of photographs from the turn of the 20th 
century preserved in museums, fragments of the photo doc-
umentation of museum collections can be found, too. These 
sets are the least coherent, also because when the photos 
were taken, no plans were made to create a separate col-
lection of them, while presentations of definite works were 
transferred to respective museum departments in which the 
works in question were kept. 

Although the potential of photography to serve for col-
lection documentation was realized quite early,50 museums  
rarely performed planned and thorough documenting actions 
of their collections. However, at the turn of the 20th century, 
at least occasionally collection objects were photographed, 
e.g., when preparing a catalogue or a museum guide.

In Poznan, the only remains of the historic monument doc-
umentation conducted in the early 20th century are four al-
bums with pasted in photographs of objects, mainly from the 
departments of artistic crafts and history of culture.51 

***

Photography opened up almost unlimited documenting pos-
sibilities for art historians, amateurs of historic monuments, 
and researchers into the past. This potential, generally no-
ticed in the second half of the 19th century, yielded, e.g., 
collections of reproductions and photographic documenta-
tion in scientific and cultural institutions, or conservation 
offices. The sets of photographs from the turn of the 20th 

century preserved in museums testify to the variety of roles 
that museums performed at the time. It was also thanks 
to collections of photo reproductions that education in art 
history, research activity, and documentation of the local 
heritage, as well as popularizing of crafts and design, were 
conducted at museums. Having lost their genuine function 
with the elapse of time, those collections reached museum 

10. Sculptures from the collection of the Kaiser Friederich-Museum in Posen (?), anonymous author, currently Archive of the National Museum in Poznan, Cat. No. 1687.
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and library archives, or sometimes left museums, and to-
day they can be found dispersed among different institu-
tions, libraries, archives, university collections. Their current 
status is not unequivocal. A lot depends on whether those 
photographs have a documenting value, e.g., whether they 
show destroyed or lost historic monuments. However, in 

the majority of cases they are prints which were in mass 
production at the turn of the 20th century, so they are nei-
ther exceptional nor unique; their copies can be found in 
many institutions in Poland and abroad. Then their position 
is close to that of Elizabeth Edward’s ‘non-collections’ fea-
tured in the paper’s title.

Abstract: Elizabeth Edwards, a British researcher into 
the relations among photography, history, and anthropol-
ogy, used the term of non-collections to define numerous 
photographs of unidentified status which can be found in 
contemporary museums. They are not collector’s items, 
such as e.g., artistic photography or unique specimens of 
the first photography techniques. What she rather means 
are various items: prints, slides, photo-mechanic repro-
ductions, postcards, namely objects once produced on 
a mass scale, with copies present in many institutions 
worldwide, thus being neither unique nor extraordinary. 
They present works from a museum collection, historic 
pieces of local art, or universally known works of world 
art. They exist in a hierarchical relation with other class-
es of museum objects, yet they are often pushed to the 

margin of curator’s practice and kept as ‘archives’, namely 
outside the system of the museum collection. They can 
sometimes be found in museum archival sections, in 
other instances in libraries, yet it is on more rare occa-
sions that we come across them in photo departments. 
However, owing to the research into archival photographs 
conducted in the last decade (the studies of afore-men-
tioned Elizabeth Edwards and also Constanza Caraffa as 
well as the teams cooperating with the latter), such col-
lections are experiencing a certain revival. Forming part 
of this research, the paper focuses on the collections of 
reproductions produced at the turn of the 20th century 
in museums in Torun, Poznan, and Szczecin, which were 
German at the time; the reproductions later found their 
way to and continue being kept in Polish institutions. 

Keywords: collections of documenting photos, photography in museums, photography collections in museums.
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