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In his 1931 essay “A Small History of Photography,” Walter Benjamin fondly 
remembers the early days of photography, the studios “with their draperies 
and palm trees, their tapestries and easels, which occupied so ambiguous a 
place between execution and representation, between torture chamber and 
throne room.”  1 This chapter is about one such studio and the photographs 
taken there at the beginning of November 1865—but that studio was unam-
biguously a torture room and not a throne. In fact, it wasn’t really a studio at 
all. Imagine a small courtyard in a dilapidated building in Manaus, Brazil, 
the ground littered with rocks, pieces of plaster, and other debris, with weeds 
growing in between. For Louis Agassiz, the Swiss American professor of 
natural history at Harvard University, this was the place where, by taking 
pictures of humans of different races, he would find conclusive proof that 
Charles Darwin was wrong—that nature didn’t cross the boundaries defini-
tively drawn by God and that, when it apparently did, the results were weak, 
inferior to the Caucasian norm. For dozens of residents of Manaus, black, 
Indian, or mixed, enslaved or free, this courtyard was where they had to shed 
their clothes and stand straight with their arms at their sides, while look-
ing at a camera manned by a twenty-one-year-old recent Harvard graduate, 
Walter Hunnewell, who had just learned how to handle a camera himself. 

It was a circuitous route that led Agassiz, born in 1807 in a small vil-
lage in Switzerland, to this depressing courtyard in Manaus. His career as 
a naturalist had begun in 1829 with Selecta genera et species piscium, a beauti-
fully illustrated work about Brazilian fish, based entirely on specimens col-
lected by his professors in Munich and written in Latin, in the best tradition 
of descriptive natural history. Over the next two decades, Agassiz went from 
studying with the famous Georges Cuvier in Paris and teaching at a prepara-
tory college in Neuchâtel, Switzerland, to an appointment at Harvard and 
the directorship of what he hoped would become the finest natural history 
collection in the world, the Museum of Comparative Zoology in Cambridge, 

Chapter 7Mr. Agassiz’s “Photographic Saloon” 

Christoph Irmscher
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Massachusetts.	Hundreds	of	publications	bore	his	name,	in	fields	as	diverse	
as ichthyology, embryology, glaciology, marine biology, and taxonomy. His 
life	would	have	been	an	unqualified	success	had	it	not	been	for	the	increas-
ing	influence	of	Darwin	on	his	colleagues	as	well	as	his	own	students.	For	
Darwin, Agassiz’s view of natural history as the implementation of a divine 
plan was “impracticable rubbish,” an embarrassing confusion of history 
and	theology.	When	Agassiz	left	Cambridge	for	Brazil	on	April	Fools’	Day,	
1865,	he	was,	whether	he	realized	it	or	not,	already	finished	as	a	scientist:	“I	
have no expectation that he will ever be of any more direct use in nat[ural] 
history,” laughed the botanist Asa Gray, Agassiz’s Harvard colleague, in one 
of his many letters to Darwin in England.2 

Agassiz’s troubled reputation had received a short-lived boost when, 
in	the	summer	of	1863,	Samuel	Gridley	Howe,	a	member	of	the	American	
Freedmen’s Inquiry Commission, wrote to ask him about the future of 
the “African race,” a welcome occasion for the Harvard professor to hold 
forth, in a series of letters, about the evils of racial mixing.3 Slaveholding 
Brazil, where (as Agassiz later summarized the situation) masters mingled 
with	slaves	and	slaves	mingled	with	the	natives,	offered	the	best	testing	
ground for this dismal theory. Thus, when the wealthy Boston businessman 
Nathaniel	Thayer	offered	to	pay	all	the	expenses	of	an	expedition	to	South	
America,	Agassiz	eagerly	seized	the	opportunity	to	take	his	fight	for	scien-
tific	survival	abroad.	The	Amazon	River	system	was	the	largest	freshwater	
basin	in	the	world,	and	the	fish	he	would	be	able	to	harvest	there,	confined	
into narrower limits than their marine counterparts, would yield useful 
evidence in Agassiz’s ongoing quest to prove that in God’s static world, all 
living things stay where they were created. But Agassiz had come to Brazil 
to	collect	not	just	fish,	but	also	humans.4

•

When he established his studio in Manaus, Agassiz had already been in 
Brazil for several months, and he had become a celebrity of sorts, wel-
comed	by	Emperor	Dom	Pedro	II	and	supported	by	government	officials	
wherever	he	went.	His	professional	woes	seemed	far	away.	In	1865,	the	city,	
 accessible only by boat, was struggling to be more than what it originally 
was: a  hollowed-out clearing in the woods. There was little indication yet 
that this settlement in the middle of the Amazonian rainforest would, in a 
matter of a few decades, become the commercial center for the rubber trade 
and, eventually, the richest city in South America. Manaus had started 
out as Fortaleza São José do Rio Negro, a fortress built by the Portuguese. 
Renamed	Manaus	in	1832,	after	the	tribe	of	the	Manaós	Indians,	it	quickly	
became	known	as	Cidade	da	Barra	do	Rio	Negro,	Portuguese for	“City	of	
the Margins of the Black River,” until the name was switched back again, in 
1856,	to	the	original	name,	Manaus.	When	Agassiz	arrived,	the	city	was,	in	
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many ways, still very much a cultural backwater. But in other ways, it wasn’t. 
Agassiz might have thought of himself as the anthropological pioneer, 
conquering the rainforest with his modern equipment, but he had, in fact, 
been beaten to that goal by Albert Frisch, an accomplished photographer of 
German origin.	

One	of	Frisch’s	photographs,	taken	precisely	in	1865	(fig. 7.1),	shows	
Manaus as it would have appeared to Agassiz and his party that year—a com-
bination	of	dirt	roads,	huts,	and	palatial	edifices,	interspersed	with	remnants	
of the jungle.5 Frisch’s photograph captures a settlement in transition, with a 
towering church under construction (the Catedral Metropolitana de Manaus) 
facing,	across	an	unfinished	road,	a	row	of	makeshift	buildings	on	the	right.	
Note the contrast between the thatched roofs of the houses in the foreground 
and	the	more	substantial	structure	of	the cathedral.

The angle from which the photograph was taken draws our eyes to 
the road that separates those two versions of Manaus from each other, the 

Figure 7.1.  
Albert Frisch, Vista urbana da cidade de 
Manaus. Provincia do Amazonas (Urban 
view of the city of Manaus. Province of 
Amazonas),	1865.	Albumen	print
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spectacular one from the picturesque one. Visually, it’s clear who is the 
winner, and as the road fades into the background, we get a sense of the city’s 
limitless potential. To the right of the center, a group of men can be seen 
milling around on a bridge, with at least two of them resting on their umbrel-
las—an apt	image	for	the	ambivalence	captured	in	Frisch’s	photograph.

Even if they were seizing control of Manaus’s architecture, whites were 
the minority in Manaus. William Scully, the editor of the Anglo-Brazilian 
Times,	who	also	visited	in	1865,	estimated	that	the	city	had	a	population	of	
around	5,000	people.	He	counted	just	around	350	houses	and	noted	that	
the government buildings were in “dilapidated condition.”  6	By	1872,	when	
the	first	official	census	was	conducted	in	Brazil,	the	number	of	inhabitants	
in Manaus had more than tripled. It was a wild mix, ranging from enslaved 
and free blacks, detribalized Indians in bondage, and free indigenous peo-
ple to whites from Bolivia, Peru, and Brazil, as well as immigrants from 
Portugal and France. The categories of the census allowed only two colors for 
slaves—black or pardo (which meant “mixed” or dark brown).7 Thirty percent 
of	the	“blacks”	in	the	city	were	enslaved,	compared	with	only	10	percent	of	
the pardos.	The	white	inhabitants,	too,	amounted	to	just	over	10	percent.	
Even	granting	that	the	population	numbers	in	1865	would	have	been	much	
lower	than	those	gathered	in	1872,	Agassiz	would	have	found	himself	in	the	
middle of a society with rather porous racial boundaries, in which it would 
have	been	difficult	to	tell	who	was	what	simply	by	the	way	a	person	looked.	
That	was,	precisely,	the	nightmare	scenario	Agassiz	had	evoked	in	1863	
regarding the future of the United States, when Samuel Gridley Howe of the 
American Freedmen’s Inquiry Commission had asked him what on earth 
they should do with all those freed slaves. (Settle them in the South, Agassiz 
had 	counseled,	and	make	sure	that	the	North	remains	ours.)8

When Frisch was taking pictures of Manaus, he was on the payroll 
of	the	firm	of	the	Swiss	photographer	Georges	Leuzinger	in	Rio	de	Janeiro,	
the largest photographic establishment in Brazil.9 As is perhaps not well 
known, photography and the formation of the Brazilian empire went hand 
in	hand.	In	1833,	the	Monégasque-Brazilian	inventor	and	painter	Antoine	
Hercule Romuald Florence undertook a series of photochemical exper-
iments and independently discovered the photographic process, at just 
about the same time that Daguerre was struggling with similar problems in 
France.	By	the	1860s,	Brazil	was	mass-producing	photographs.	As	it	turned	
out, tourists disembarking in Rio, Bahia, or Recife were particularly inter-
ested in staged portraits of slaves at work, as long as they were picturesque 
and	sufficiently	exotic.10

•

One of the most accomplished Brazilian photographers working in Brazil 
during this period was Augusto (Théophile Auguste) Stahl, an Italian-born 

COPYRIGHT © 2020 PRESIDENT AND FELLOWS OF HARVARD COLLEGE



209

Frenchman who came to Brazil in 1853, settling first in Recife and then 
in Rio. A master of landscape photography, he was known for the unusual 
viewpoints he would choose, often placing his subjects at the edge or in the 
background of his compositions and shooting them through intervening 
objects, such as the masts of a ship. In Rio, Stahl partnered with a painter 
and photographer named Germano Wahnschaffe, and it was there that 
Agassiz approached him with a suggestion for work of a different kind.11

In 1850, Agassiz toured the plantations around Columbia, South 
Carolina, and took pleasure in identifying the tribal origins of different 
enslaved individuals. After his departure, the physician Dr. Robert W. 
Gibbes, through the services of local daguerreotypist Joseph T. Zealy, 
had a series of slave portraits taken, which were then sent to Agassiz in 
Cambridge. The Zealy daguerreotypes, as they became known, were, in a 
sense, a deviation from Agassiz’s customary practice of conducting sci-
entific fieldwork on site, which he once memorably described as “prendre 
nature sur le fait,” or “catching nature in the act.”  12 In the work carried 
out under his direct supervision, Agassiz continued to resist the use of the 
camera; it seemed too mechanical, too inflexible to him. Copious notes on 
the drafts made by his illustrators reveal that he liked to be in a position 
to influence and tweak the final product as much as he could.13 Once, in 
December 1862, he even chastised his master student Addison Verrill for 
secretly using photographs in his work with marine invertebrates. Agassiz 
made an exception only when it came to his personal publicity needs: he 
would readily order, sign, and distribute cartes-de-visite with his portrait 
(see fig. 7.10). 

But when Agassiz arrived in Brazil, his attitude had changed. 
Scattered references in his wife’s account of the trip show that he was 
commissioning photographs of plants, landscapes, and geological forma-
tions.14 The reasons for the shift are not clear, but since the majority of 
photographs taken during the Thayer expedition are of indigenous and 
black people, it seems reasonable that Agassiz’s racial views had something 
to do with his new interest in photography. Although racial classifications 
had not concerned him much before his arrival in the U.S. from his native 
Switzerland in 1846, he was surely aware of remarks that Antoine Étienne 
Renaud Augustin Serres, professor of comparative anatomy at the Jardin 
des Plantes, had made in 1844 to the French Academy about the lament
able state of “comparative anthropology” as a discipline. As an immediate 
solution, in the absence of a proper “musée d’anthropologie” (museum of 
anthropology) Serres had proposed “un musée photographique des races 
humaines” (a photographic museum of the human races). For nothing, he 
claimed, could so faithfully and rapidly capture “les caractères physique de 
l’homme” (the physical characteristics of man) as the camera.15 

Agassiz, who at one point had considered an offer to become the new 
director of the Jardin des Plantes, followed the news from France carefully 
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and thus would have known not only about Serres’s idea, but also about the 
inspiration behind it—a series of daguerreotypes made by the French photo-
grapher	Édouard	Thiesson	that	showed,	not	coincidentally,	a	woman	and	a	
man from Brazil named Marie and Manuel. Both were members of the south-
eastern indigenous Aimoré tribe, called the “Botocudo” by the Portuguese 
because of the botoque, or “plug,” they were known to insert into their lower 
lips. Rumored to be ferocious cannibals, the Aimoré had been the subject of 
ruthless extermination at the hands of the Portuguese invaders.

We are not sure where Thiesson took these daguerreotypes. There 
is no evidence that he actually spent time in Brazil, so it seems likely that 
he encountered Marie and Manuel in Portugal en route to Mozambique, 
where he went on to produce more portraits of a similar nature.16 Certainly, 
there	is	something	indefinably	sad	about	the	way	Marie	stares	into	the	
camera	(fig. 7.2).	Hers	is	a	portrait	of	loss	and	displacement,	with	her	split	
lip (where the “plug” might have been) and her necklace continuing to serve 
as reminders of her tribal identity. (In the corresponding pair of images, 
Manuel avoids looking at the camera entirely.) A piece of the chair on which 
Marie has been placed is visible behind her shoulder, but this is not an 
image of domestic comfort. Thiesson’s daguerreotype is a portrait not of 
Marie or, more generally, of a woman: it is a portrait of a woman’s breasts.

Figure 7.2.  
Édouard	Thiesson,	Femme Botocudo, dite 
Marie, face (Botocudo woman, named 
Marie,	frontal),	1844.	Daguerreotype

Figure 7.3.  
Édouard	Thiesson,	Femme Botocudo, 
dite Marie (Botocudo woman, named 
Marie),	1844.	Daguerreotype
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The photographer must have told Marie to place her hands in her 
lap, a gesture that draws even more attention to her chest. The excess of 
textiles draped around the lower half of her body—maybe the top that she 
was asked to take off, maybe a kind of skirt—only serves to emphasize her 
nakedness. The overall effect of this arrangement is to make Marie’s body 
appear strangely bifurcated. While her head and shoulders seem light, an 
impression emphasized by the slight leftward tilt of her head, from her 
chest down she seems heavy, plump, and rooted, despite the fact that her 
waist, stomach, and legs are covered: an oversized, chthonic figure.

In the second daguerreotype, a profile view (fig. 7.3), we see a bit 
more of that chair, thanks to the awkward position Marie has been told to 
assume. Her head is demurely bent, and her hands are folded in a gesture 
of apparent submission. Her naked breasts, combined with the excessive 
layers of clothing gathered around her from the waist down, destroy any 
impression of “normalcy.”  17

•

Thiesson’s portraits mark the iconographic tradition Agassiz likely had 
in mind when he acquired the Zealy daguerreotypes in 1850: a collection 
of frontal, profile, and back portraits that includes at least one tripartite 
view of a man called Jem, who is shown fully naked, from the front, the 
side, and the back. Agassiz showed his daguerreotypes at a meeting of the 
Cambridge Scientific Club in September 1850, but apart from that they went 
nowhere.18 Now, fifteen years later, in Rio, a city teeming with racial diver-
sity, Agassiz wanted another chance. He asked Stahl to take photographs 
for him of “pure negroes,” in “perfect profile” and also from the front and 
from behind.19 Three years later, Thomas Henry Huxley, “Darwin’s bulldog” 
and the president of the London Ethnological Society, would complain to 
Lord Granville of the Home Office that most of the existing anthropologi-
cal photographs were useless because they lacked uniform standards. He 
recommended that British agents in the colonies take pictures of indig-
enous people that would show them entirely naked and in fixed poses at 
the same distance from the camera and next to a measuring device: the 
notorious anthropometric ruler. Huxley also suggested that the sitters be 
featured in at least two ways—from the front and in profile—and that pains 
be taken to not obscure the women’s breasts (keep the sitter’s arms firmly 
at the sides of her body, he advised, and ask her to bend them so that the 
contours of her trunk remain visible). He was naive enough to assume that 
the “natives” in Her Majesty’s colonies would jump at the opportunity to 
be photographed.20 

With his Brazilian images, Agassiz, in locally circumscribed fashion, 
anticipated Huxley’s project. If Huxley’s interest was, arguably, anatomical, 
the intentions behind Agassiz’s portrait taking were grander, both scientific 
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and political. The results, ironically, were small, dismal, and seedy. And 
Stahl turned out to be not quite the right man for Agassiz’s purposes. As 
more than one scholar has suggested, he was too good an artist to entirely 
satisfy Agassiz’s need to reduce human bodies to the status of pseudoscien-
tific	evidence.21 

Take Stahl’s image of a woman from Benin with strong, chiseled 
features	(fig. 7.4).22	In	a	note	on	“Permanence	of	Characteristics	in	Different	
Human Species” appended to A Journey in Brazil (1868), his and his wife 
Elizabeth’s	account	of	their	travels,	Agassiz	later	offered	a	disquisition	of	
sorts on the breasts of Indians and “negroes.” He elaborated that in the for-
mer they seemed to “arise under the armpit, the nipple actually being pro-
jected on the arm in a full-faced view of the chest,” whereas in black women 
the breast typically was “turned forward and downward, so that in a front 
view it is projected on the chest.”  23 But Stahl did not require the subject of 
this portrait to look straight at us. His expert handling of the light moves 
our prying eyes away from the woman’s breasts, so mercilessly exposed in 
Thiesson’s daguerreotypes, and keeps the viewer’s admiring glance focused 
on her beautiful face and her strong shoulders. This is not a sanitized 
image—a skin growth on the woman’s forehead is clearly visible—but an 

Figure 7.4.  
Augusto	Stahl,	Woman,	1865.	 
Albumen print

Figure 7.5.  
Augusto Stahl, Man,	1865.	 
Albumen print
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authentic representation, one that, despite the demeaning circumstances 
under which it was taken, grants the sitter a modicum of individuality.24 
In similar fashion, Stahl shows an African man in an introspective mood 
(fig. 7.5).	Rapt	in	thought,	he	is	seemingly	oblivious	to	the	camera,	the	light	
resting on his face, perhaps an indirect indictment of racist theories that 
would not grant a black person much of an inner life.

Even	when	he	offers	the	three	views	of	the	body	that	Agassiz	had	
requested, Stahl wraps his vulnerable subjects in a halo of gray, as if to 
soften	the	stark	outlines	of	their	naked	bodies	(fig. 7.6).	In	more	technical	
terms, that meant photographing his subjects against a dark background 
and then printing the image through a stencil on white paper—a process 
that	would	have	exceeded	the	demands	of	scientific	illustration.	Obviously,	
my	reading	of	this	technique	differs	from	that	offered	by	Marcus	Wood,	
who sees the function of Stahl’s backgrounds as isolating the subjects 
from the series in which they are included so that we may focus on them 
as “specimens	to	be	viewed	in	the	round.”		25

In Stahl’s portrait of a woman from “Congo,” her place of origin 
according to an attribution handwritten on the backing of the print, the 
subject’s neutral expression does not invite us in, and yet the camera has 
already gone ahead and done its work for us, presenting us with a seemingly 

Figure 7.6.  
Augusto	Stahl,	Woman,	identified	as	
“Congo,”	1865.	Albumen	print
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compliant	subject.	The	woman’s	quasi-military	demeanor,	arms	firmly	
pressed to her sides, suggests that she was told to stand like that. If we do 
look	at	these	photographs	as	a	series,	with	the	subject	at	first	remaining	
hidden from us and then giving us a partial view of herself until, in the last 
installment,	she	finally	turns	around	to	face	us,	then	that	last	shot	disap-
points: there’s no grand revelation, no communication between her and us. 
The woman looks just past the viewer. She is not merely a case study. On 
her	left	leg,	a	chunk	of	flesh	seems	to	be	missing,	perhaps	an	indication	of	
past	abuse	(as is,	perhaps,	the	bruise	on	her	left	breast).	She	is,	Stahl’s	pho-
tograph  again suggests, not a type specimen but an individual.

Given the testimony of these photographs, it is no wonder that critics 
have	tried	to	find	some	form	of	subliminal	resistance	in	Stahl’s	work,	an	
attempt, deliberate or not, to thwart the pseudo-documentary impulse of 
Agassiz’s photographic project. Wood, for example, praises Stahl’s “quizzi-
cal generosity” and credits him with producing “images that celebrate the 
prevailing nobility, beauty, and humanity of the slave subject.” 26 Agassiz, 
in other words, could not ultimately control the images his photographer 
had produced.	

•

In Manaus, Agassiz got his third chance. We have, of course, no transcript 
of what happened during these sessions, and while it is tempting to infer 
from a photograph what might have transpired between a photographer 
and his sitter, such assumptions cannot be treated as solid facts. And yet, 
given the nature of these images, and the sheer number of them, our desire 
to	give,	in	the	words	of	the	poet	Robert	Lowell,	“each	figure	in	the	photo-
graph / his living name” has a certain legitimacy, too.27 Since there are so 
many images from Agassiz’s Brazilian days, it is possible to see recurrent 
patterns, attitudes, and principles. Mini-narratives emerge and combine 
to tell a story that is remarkably consistent. As I am retelling it here, I am 
aware that a degree of interpretive license inevitably colors my attempts to 
summarize and generalize. Whatever was said and done in that Manaus 
courtyard	over	150	years	ago,	we	do	know	that	Agassiz	was	present	for	
every single picture that was taken. Given that we also know how irascible 
he could be with his Harvard students back home,28 we may reasonably 
assume that he would not have remained a silent bystander as his photogra-
pher fumbled with his camera and plates. Looming in the background, 
Agassiz would have stepped forward when he could not contain himself any 
longer, shouting directions, in his heavily accented English, at sitter and 
photographer alike. 

Unlike the professional Stahl, Agassiz’s photographer this time 
around was a rank amateur. The scion of a wealthy Boston family, fresh-
faced Walter Hunnewell had joined Agassiz’s team as a volunteer collector 
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immediately after his graduation from Harvard.29 Whatever Hunnewell 
knew about the camera he had just picked up in a crash course at another 
photographic firm in Rio, the Casa Leuzinger. While Stahl had used paper 
negatives, Hunnewell had learned the wet-plate collodion technique—a 
process that required preparation right before the image was taken and 
immediate processing afterward and was especially difficult to complete 
in warmer temperatures. Often, young Hunnewell seems to have been in a 
rush, forgetting to apply the emulsion to the entire glass sheet. On at least 
one of the images, Hunnewell left his thumbprint.30

But it’s precisely this rampant amateurism that makes these small 
negatives (each of them measuring 4 by 5½ inches) so interesting: they 
simply won’t allow us to forget how and why they were made, the way that 
Stahl’s compositions do. And then there’s the sheer number of them (well 
over one hundred!), which alone would make it impossible to shove them 
aside.31 For Agassiz, the photographic sessions in Manaus were, in fact, a 
dream come true. Forget the pure blacks of Rio; here was his chance to 
demonstrate what happened when the races were allowed to mingle. In 
A Journey in Brazil, Elizabeth Agassiz described the “photographic saloon” 
he established in the living quarters they had been assigned: “a picturesque 
barrack of a room,” part of a former government building that had once 
served as a public treasury. Their apartment was nothing but a lofty hall, 
“opening by a number of doors and windows on a large, green enclosure, 
called by courtesy a garden,” though it was really more “a ragged space 
overgrown with grass, and having a few trees in it.”  32 

An unenthusiastic Elizabeth found their quarters to be rather make-
shift. They were sleeping in hammocks at one end of the hall, surrounded 
by boxes and trunks. At the other end, a few writing tables and other stray 
pieces of furniture had been supplied, among them a “Yankee rocking-chair 
that looks as if it might have come out of a Maine farmer’s house.” With 
its brick floors and ubiquitous ratholes, the building was a rather “rickety 
castle,” to be sure.33 But since no one else lived there, Agassiz was the king 
of this domain, free to do as he pleased. It is fitting that this space had once 
been a treasury (or tesouro) and therefore the nexus between local affairs, 
the administrator of the province, and imperial power. And although the 
building, now entirely lost to history, was no longer being used for that 
purpose, it still would have been associated, in the minds of the residents, 
with political power, an aura that certainly would have enhanced Agassiz’s 
standing in Manaus.34 

I assume that the enclosure or courtyard of the tesouro served as 
the setting for all of Hunnewell’s photographic sessions, with perhaps one 
exception, where a boy appears to be sitting in the doorway of Agassiz’s 
apartment.35 There are no trees in any of the images, but it is likely that 
the sessions did take place right here, perhaps with Elizabeth watching 
some of the goings-on from inside the apartment. Here Hunnewell would 
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have had adequate light and, presumably, space to move his subjects 
around. In some images, we see sheets draped over a gate, and in one, 
an elderly woman is holding an umbrella36—crude attempts, no doubt, to 
control	the	influx	of	light	or	to	add	some	variety	to	the	setting.	Sometimes	
Hunnewell would repeat a shot, perhaps in order to get better light or 
because Agassiz didn’t like the way the background looked. Consider this 
seminude	sitter	posing	before	both	a	closed	window	(fig.	7.7)	and	an	open	
one	(fig.	7.8).37

As I was making my way through the more than one hundred images 
taken in Manaus, that inner courtyard became increasingly familiar to me. 
This was not Zealy’s plush, comfortable studio frequented also by other, 
paying sitters. While it is perhaps impossible to understand fully what the 
men, women, and children of Manaus went through, I can at least imagine 
the rough ground they stood on, the walls that surrounded them, the 
doorways and windows behind or next to them that opened up to other 
spaces. Some of the props remain the same throughout the series—a rickety 
chair, a stone bench or ledge of sorts in the background, a gate with wooden 
slats. Chairs played an important role in early portrait photography, since 
long exposure times rendered it imperative for commercial photographers 
to make their sitters comfortable. Some chairs assumed iconic character, 

Figure 7.7.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.8.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman, 
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion
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such as the ornate piece of furniture used by John Adams Whipple in 
Boston, which also appears in a widely available carte-de-visite of Louis 
Agassiz	taken	in	the	early	1860s.	But	what	a	difference	there	is	between	
Hunnewell’s courtyard shots and Agassiz’s complacent portrait, where 
the studio’s decor (including what looks like an oil painting of the Arc de 
Triomphe) is included to enhance the self-conscious grandeur of Agassiz’s 
pose	(figs. 7.9 and	7.10)!	38

Other props change, too, notably the clothes discarded by the sitters. 
Sometimes we see them neatly folded on the chair or on the bench; at 
other times, they are in a disorderly heap on the ground, with the sitter 
stepping, or having been instructed to step, on them. The chair serves as a 
crude measuring tool. We can tell who is small and who is tall, who is slim 
and who is not. In some shots, Agassiz’s subjects stand before it; in others, 
they’re next to it; and occasionally, they even sit on it. In one, a child can 
be seen standing on it.39 Most dramatically, in one of the pictures, the chair 
has	ended	up	on	the	ledge	(see	fig. 7.23).	

In A Journey in Brazil, Elizabeth comments on the fear of photogra-
phy as a medium that proved to be an obstacle at the beginning of the 

Figure 7.9.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman, 
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.10.  
John Adams Whipple, Louis Agassiz, 
early	1860s.	Signed	carte-de-visite
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project and evokes the now familiar canard that the camera might steal 
your soul: 40	“The	grand	difficulty	is	found	in	the	prejudices	of	the	peo-
ple themselves. There is a prevalent superstition among the Indians and 
Negroes that a portrait absorbs into itself some of the vitality of the sitter, 
and	that	any	one	is	liable	to	die	shortly	after	his	picture	is	taken.	This	
notion is so deeply rooted that it has been no easy matter to overcome it.” 41 
Of course, Elizabeth would have been eager to represent her husband’s 
photographic interventions as cutting-edge, as marking the advent of pro-
gress in backward Manaus. But we know for a fact that photography was not 
quite unknown in Manaus; compared with Frisch’s nuanced compositions, 
Hunnewell’s bumbling attempts to pose as a serious photographer would 
have seemed pathetic even to those with only a faint idea of what these 
machines were good for. On a more general level, though such a thought 
wouldn’t have occurred to her, it is bitterly ironic to hear Elizabeth ascribe 
the reluctance of their potential sitters to “prejudice,” given the deeply prej-
udiced nature of her husband’s enterprise. 

If	Agassiz	&	Co.	never	let	go	of	their	own	biases,	the	people	of	
Manaus turned out to be much more adaptable, as Elizabeth noted. Or 
perhaps	the	new	attitude	was	simply	due	to	the	fickleness	of	the	native	
mind—given	how	easily	satisfied	these	people	were,	vanity	won	out	over	
prejudice, and soon there were lines outside Agassiz’s studio. At least this is 
what Elizabeth wants us to believe: “[O]f late the desire to see themselves in 
a picture is gradually gaining the ascendant, the example of a few coura-
geous ones having emboldened the more timid, and models are much more 
easily	obtained	now	than	they	were	at	first.”	42 This was perhaps the period 
when another expedition volunteer, the permanently disenchanted Harvard 
medical student William James, gained entry to Agassiz’s “saloon” and was 
surprised by the willingness with which Agassiz’s sitters complied.43

There is no record anywhere that the people who showed up at 
Professor	Agassiz’s	establishment	got	paid	or	were	offered	any	other	rewards	
for posing. But in a repressive society, being encouraged to appear in a 
building once associated with political power might not have been seen as 
optional. There is also the possibility that some of Agassiz’s subjects were 
initially	flattered	by	the	attention	they	got	from	the	famous	foreigner.	If	one	
believes Elizabeth Agassiz, having one’s picture taken by Walter Hunnewell 
had become a great spare-time activity, the thing to do in Manaus on a dull 
afternoon.	Many	of	the	women	are	wearing	nice	dresses	and	jewelry,	some	
have ribbons or other ornaments in their hair, and one of the sitters has 
elaborate braids wrapped around her head.44 Once the actual process was 
underway, any enthusiasm Agassiz’s sitters might have felt probably evapo-
rated rather quickly, thanks to the heat and the circumstances. 

Of	course,	having	one’s	portrait	taken	in	1865,	when	exposure	times	
were long and photographers overwhelmed and impatient, was never a casual 
affair.	But	Hunnewell’s	photographs	go	the	extra	mile	in	faithfully	conveying	
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just how torturous and awkward an experience these sessions were for most 
everyone involved. Some of his sitters stand, while others lean. They stare, 
blink, or frown. And, of course, no one smiles. Inevitably, the chair straight-
ens the subjects—so that no one hunches, bends, or leans (one woman uses it 
for support).45	With	their	often	ramrod-straight	posture,	the	naked	bodies	of	
Agassiz’s subjects provide a perhaps unintended contrast to the messy envi-
ronment in which their portraits were taken. And the windows and doorways 
in the background, whether they are closed or open, enhance the feeling of 
entrapment these images convey—there is the possibility of escape, but not if 
you are half-undressed and about to be photographed. 

The	influence	of	Thiesson	is	clearly	visible	in	Agassiz’s	obsession	with	
women’s	breasts.	Consider	these	two	photographs,	the	first	showing	the	
woman dressed—and nicely dressed, too, with some kind of bonnet attached 
to	the	back	of	her	head	and	equipped	with	earrings	and	bracelets	(fig. 7.11).	
In the	second	photograph	(fig. 7.12),	taken	from	a	greater	distance,	her	torso	
is exposed, focusing the viewer’s eye on the contrast between her breasts and 
her rolled-down, billowing dress. In an appendix to A Journey in Brazil, Louis 
Agassiz insinuates that, in a hot country like Brazil, the “uncultivated part 
of the population” regularly walked around “half naked” anyway, so pictures 
like	the	ones	he	was	collecting	weren’t	such	a	big	deal	after	all.46

Figure 7.11.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman, 
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.12.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman, 
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion
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Yet	the	piles	of	clothes	tell	a	different	story:	in	Agassiz’s	courtyard,		
nakedness was not natural, but something carefully stage-managed by the 
professor. Some photographs show small children, fully dressed,47 half-
dressed,48 or naked.49 At least one portrays an old, white-haired woman, 
her	eyes	lowered	and	her	breasts	bared	to	the	camera	(fig. 7.13).	Another	
one	shows	a	very	young	baby	being	held	by	its	mother	(fig. 7.14).	The	latter	
image, perhaps due to the child’s age, is even more unsettling than some 
of the ones showing nudity. One cannot help but think that, to Agassiz, the 
very presence of that baby must have seemed like an insult, the living proof 
that racial mixing is not, as his racial ideology compelled him to believe, 
the end of the biological road. But likely the only alternative to including 
the	child	in	the	picture	would	have	been	for	him	to	offer	to	hold	it.

•

Given the haphazard nature of Agassiz’s “recruitment” in Manaus, it 
seems a mystery today how he could have hoped to assemble anything 
remotely resembling a representative catalogue of “mixed-race” types. All 
of Hunnewell’s negatives are numbered, most of them twice, with four-digit 
numbers	reflecting	an	earlier	cataloguing	system	of	the	Peabody	Museum,	

Figure 7.13.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman, 
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.14.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman and 
child,	1865.	Glass-plate	collodion
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and the double digits likely representing an earlier attempt to catalogue 
them— perhaps Agassiz’s own. It is possible that the numbers referred to 
notes Louis or Elizabeth had kept separately and that one would have to 
assume are now lost.50 Despite such accounting, there is no discernible order 
to the negatives in either system. For whatever reason, images that show 
the same person were separated, though it is easy enough to recreate the 
sequences to which they belonged.

Several of these restored visual narratives begin with the sitters fully 
clothed. As they disrobe, under Agassiz’s supervision, the purpose of his 
“photographic saloon” reveals itself. For example, one sequence shows a 
fully	dressed,	clean-shaven	young	man,	likely	mixed-race,	with	finely	mod-
eled facial features and roundish cheeks. His head is slightly cocked and 
his	full	hair	neatly	combed.	His	shirt	is	open	at	the	neck,	and	his	left	hand	
rests	comfortably	on	his	trousers.	He	looks	warily	at	the	camera.	His	firmly	
closed	lips	indicate	skepticism	(fig. 7.15).	In	the	final	installment	of	the	
series, we see him standing upright in front of Agassiz’s inevitable chair, 
fully	nude,	his	nakedness	enhanced	by	the	white	wall	behind	him	(fig. 7.16).	
Any indication of control he might have had over this process is gone. 
Behind him is the open doorway, as if taunting both him and the viewer 
with the possibility of exiting this nightmare.

Figure 7.15.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.16.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion
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Figure 7.17.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.18.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.19.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion
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A particularly poignant series presents an older, lithe, muscular man 
with an impressive moustache (figs. 7.17–7.19). Unlike many other sitters, he 
turns his wide-awake, unembarrassed face directly toward the camera. He 
complies with the photographer’s instructions, but—both in his half por-
trait, where he is still fully clothed, and in the final, frontal shot—he seems 
to be quivering with suppressed energy. His body is just ever so impercep-
tibly at an angle, and his right shoulder appears ever so slightly raised. 
This is a man who has things to do. As he reminds us, there’s more at stake 
than a person’s dignity in these naked photographs. When Agassiz’s sitters 
stripped for Hunnewell’s camera, they were shedding not just their clothes 
but the means by which they could most immediately express their sense 
of individuality. Note the beautiful, interestingly patterned shirt the man 
was wearing. In the next two shots, it has turned into a crumpled heap on 
Agassiz’s chair.

  It is sobering to see how Agassiz’s manipulations transform confi-
dent men and women into nothing more than pieces of animated flesh.51 A 
dapper, handsome man appears in the following sequence (figs. 7.20–7.23). 
His wavy hair, in the first shot of the sequence, gives him an almost artsy 
appearance. In the next few installments, his white outfit is entirely gone, 
and he appears standing in a corner, first with his back to us, his posture 
drawing attention to his wide shoulders—a characteristic of “the Indian,” as 
Agassiz explained in his notorious appendix to A Journey in Brazil.52 We can-
not see his face here or in the profile photograph, but the contrast between 
the man’s relaxed pose in the fully clothed shot and the tightly controlled 
pictures in the rest in the sequence is telling. It almost seems as if the man 
has been pushed into the corner of the courtyard. In the last image, the 
chair has been lifted onto the ledge, perhaps in an effort to show that the 
man’s shoulders are so wide that they obscure the top of the chair.

Another series shows two men posing—or should we say, being 
posed?—together (figs. 7.24–7.26). One can only speculate on Agassiz’s 
reasons for this arrangement. Was he aiming for a further diminishment 
of individuality? If so, the pictures produce the opposite effect. The differ-
ences in body type, facial features, and demeanor are evident and render 
futile any attempt to see these men merely as representatives of types.

Stripped of their clothes, they stand at attention, their nudity high-
lighted by the glow of their skin.53 In the first two images, the chair sepa-
rates the two men; in the final shot, where they are the most vulnerable, 
where they are required to face the camera with their genitalia exposed, 
the ominous chair has vanished behind them and they seem to be almost 
touching each other. Had the two men met before? Had they shown up 
together? Or was their joint appearance before the camera the result of 
Agassiz’s whim, his divine fiat? The shorter of the two was also photo-
graphed separately (fig. 7.27)—this time fully clothed, his sculpted features 
expressing nothing that would help us understand his view of the situation.
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Figure 7.20.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.21.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.22.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.23.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion
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Figure 7.24.  
Walter Hunnewell, Two men,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.25.  
Walter Hunnewell, Two men,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.26.  
Walter Hunnewell, Two men,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.27.  
Walter Hunnewell, Man,  
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion
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•

Agassiz’s hidden presence during these sessions reveals itself in at least one 
of the photographs, in which we get a glimpse of what I suggest are his right 
hand and leg. It is impossible to know for sure if this is Agassiz. However, 
according to both Elizabeth Agassiz’s and William James’s accounts of the 
sessions in Manaus, there were usually only two men present other than 
the sitters: Walter Hunnewell, whose place would have been behind the 
camera, and Louis Agassiz.54 In addition, the man walking into the picture 
is	portly—as	Agassiz,	whom	Ralph	Waldo	Emerson	once	called	the	“fat	. . .	
foreign Professor,” certainly was—and he commands respect, as Agassiz 
did:	the	girl,	featured	with	her	back	to	the	camera	in	the	first	shot	(fig. 7.28),	
is	now	half-turned	in	his	direction	(fig. 7.29),	as	if	he	had	just	told	her	to	
comply with one of his commands.55 The white pant leg and jacket serve 
to enhance the contrast between the intruder and the girl. Has he come to 
turn her head in the direction of the camera? Or to reposition the chair? Or 
has he already accomplished what he wanted?

Figure 7.29.  
Walter	Hunnewell,	Woman,	1865.	 
Glass-plate	collodion	(Note	the	figure,	 
possibly Agassiz, entering the frame at right.)

Figure 7.28.  
Walter	Hunnewell,	Woman,	1865.	
Glass-plate collodion (Note that the 
number on this negative was mistakenly 
written on the emulsion side.)
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Indians had remarkably straight legs, Agassiz asserted in his appen-
dix on racial characteristics,56 and in this photograph there is an evident 
contrast between the girl’s left leg and the curved leg of that inevitable 
chair, which, in turn, uncannily responds to the contours of Agassiz’s 
trouser-clad limb: white supremacy as manifested in the degree to which 
our limbs match those of our furniture.

We know, of course, that Agassiz was directly involved in the mak-
ing of these photographs—one of the many differences between Zealy’s 
daguerreotypes and Hunnewell’s glass plates. William James had seen 
Agassiz “cajoling” his sitters, who “consented to the utmost liberties being 
taken with them.”  57 This photograph confirms his role. An even closer look 
shows a book on the window ledge, something Agassiz must have deposited 
there before he approached the girl. Worlds collide here, and yet we are more 
likely to identify with the girl than with the professor—with her surprise and 
her vulnerability (there is not a shred of clothing in sight), with the discom-
fort she must have felt standing there, all by herself, on the rocky ground.

•

In A Journey in Brazil, there are repeated hints that Agassiz was planning 
to publish the enormous archive he had assembled in Manaus: “I hope 
sooner or later to have an opportunity of publishing these illustrations, 
as well as those of pure negroes made for me in Rio by Messrs. Stahl and 
Wahnschaffe,” he declared.58 Elizabeth chimed in. Referring to the “very 
complete series of photographs” of the “many varieties of the colored races” 
Agassiz had assembled, she predicted that “Mr. Agassiz” would soon treat 
the subject in “more detail,” should he “find time hereafter to work up the 
abundant material he has collected.”  59 That time was never found, but 
perhaps not because Agassiz was too embarrassed by his own activities 
or he wanted to keep the photographs “secret,” a charge made in some of 
the existing literature about Agassiz’s activities in Brazil.60 Truth be told, 
Agassiz didn’t publish anything of note after his return to the United States 
and before his death in December 1873. Illness and frustration over the 
success of the Darwinians had taken their toll.

Some of the Brazilian photographs did make it into print, how-
ever. The French translation of A Journey in Brazil, prepared in 1869 with 
Agassiz’s active encouragement, contains one woodcut based on a Stahl 
photograph and four that were likely drawn from Hunnewell’s series. One 
is particularly startling. Titled Jeune fille mammaluca (Young Mameluca 
girl), the woodcut, executed by the French engraver Henri Théophile 
Hildibrand,61 preserves some of the original setting: we see traces of the 
stone ledge behind her and even get a glimpse of the crumbling walls. 
Her necklace is still there, but she has been stuck back into her dress 
(figs. 7.30–7.32).
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The placement of Hildibrand’s image wasn’t accidental. In the pas-
sage it was meant to illustrate, Elizabeth Agassiz recounts a morning walk 
she took in Manaus, during which she encountered three women, two “old 
and hideous,” but the third as handsome as any she had ever seen, “with a 
tinge of white blood to be sure, for her skin was fairer [“son teint était plus 
délicat”] and her features more regular than those of the Indians gener-
ally.”  62 But if we look closer at Hildibrand’s woodcut, the woman’s frown, 
so prominent in the original, hasn’t disappeared. It is as if the woman’s 
dismay over Hunnewell’s disagreeable enterprise has survived even the 
illustrator’s attempts at making it respectable. 

Hunnewell’s images don’t allow us what Roland Barthes described 
as the particular pleasure of photography—the escape from seeing and 
the transition into the deeply personal realm, however diminished and 
melancholy, of aesthetic pleasure: “in order to see a photograph well, 
it is best to look away or close our eyes.”  63 Hunnewell’s images make it 
impossible for us to look away; like Zealy and Stahl, he turns his sitters 
from acting persons into seen things, things meant to be seen—leaving 
them, as perhaps the last trace of agency, only the freedom to fold their 
clothes or throw them on the ground. But unlike Zealy’s and Stahl’s 
photographs,	Hunnewell’s	amateurish	efforts	are	not	artistically	compel-
ling. Their very dullness, their numbing, shabby monotony—especially 
when one views them as a series—frustrate all our attempts to trans-
form them into something they are not. And that is precisely why they 
are still worth looking at, despite the obvious concern that the act of 
reprinting them even in this essay, facilitating a second, third, or fourth 

Figure 7.30.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman, 
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.31.  
Walter Hunnewell, Woman, 
1865.	Glass-plate	collodion

Figure 7.32.  
Henri Théophile Hildibrand, 
Jeune fille mammaluca (Young 
Mameluca	girl),	1869.	Woodcut
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look, would appear to render us complicit in the ideological bias that 
produced them. 

Hunnewell’s images make us uncomfortable because they won’t 
allow us to view them from a safe distance. They embody the kinds of pic-
tures James Elkins evokes in What Photography Is (2011): “Unclothed by the 
glamorous robes of the sublime,” they are not what one would frame and 
hang on one’s walls. In these amateurish compositions from Manaus, the 
“edges of the picturesque” have invaded the space of the photographs them-
selves—the crumbling walls and debris-strewn ground, the weeds, the win-
dows that open onto nothing at all, the doors that lead to areas where no 
one lives.64 This is the cracked colonial space, the failing empire shrunk to 
a dilapidated courtyard ruled by an aging scientist at the end of his career 
and a twenty-one-year-old recent graduate with a new toy he could not fully 
handle. It was not a photographic salon and not even a “saloon.”

Notes 

Thanks are due to the late Daniel Aaron, who read and 
commented on an earlier version of this essay, as well 
as to Darlene J. Sadlier and Lester Stephens, for their 
crucial advice. Sávio Stoco in São Paulo and Otoni 
Mesquita in Manaus, Brazil, gave excellent advice dur-
ing my quest for the location where Walter Hunnewell 
might have taken his photographs. Pat Kervick saw 
to it that I had access to the original negatives. My 
most profound thanks go to curator Ilisa Barbash, for 
her vision and inspiration; to Molly Rogers, for her 
pathbreaking work on the daguerreotypes; and to 
Katherine Meyers Satriano, associate archivist, and 
Meredith Vasta, collections steward, at the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology.
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Unless otherwise noted, all images are courtesy 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, 
Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. “PM” 
designations are catalogue numbers of objects 
in the collection of the Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology and Ethnology. 
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