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ABSTRACT 

 

Developing Memory: Remembrance, Embellishment and Hauntography 

 

Felicity Tsering Chödron Hamer, Ph.D. 

Concordia University, 2023 

Remembrance entails an imaginative renegotiation of the past within the ever-changing present. 

Often equated with a kind of deception, this imaginative renegotiation does not obstruct pure 

uncorrupted memory, but rather, it is through this activity that memory is possible. A valuable 

tool of remembrance, photography is prone to a similar discourse of evidence/deceit. Like 

memory, photographs have a connection to the past that is reconsidered with each viewing and 

bereavement can render this imaginative component of the photographic experience more 

conspicuous. A longing for cross-temporal, sustained connections, can prompt some individuals ï 

the bereaved in particular ï to form relationships with photographic portraits of otherwise 

inaccessible individuals. Lavished with special attention, cherished photographic objects capture 

more than a fleeting moment ï they have the ability to speak across time. Reintegrating the 

likeness of absent individuals into the present, some photographic objects become so enmeshed 

in the activity of imaginative remembrance that their ability to participate is no longer dependant 

on the viewable object. Misplaced or (consciously/unconsciously) avoided, these mementoes can 

take on what I call a hauntographic presence ï retaining an affective charge that echoes the very 

phantoms they were meant to commemorate.   

 

Using detailed visual and textual analysis, this dissertation examines various forms of 

embellishment that integrate the likeness of absent individuals into a common temporal frame 

with the bereaved. Introducing and developing the concept of hauntography, this project follows 

the imaginationôs role in remembrance as it moves through the photographic medium. 
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Photographs are evidence, after all. [é]  

Evidence of this sort, though, can conceal,  

even as it purports to reveal, what it is evidence of.  

A photograph can certainly throw you off a scent.  

You will get nowhere, for instance,  

by taking a magnifying glass to get a closer look:  

you will see only patches of light and dark,  

an unreadable mesh of grains.  

The image yields nothing to that sort of scrutiny,  

it simply disappears. 

 

ï Annette Kuhn,  

Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination. 
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Preamble  

Some photographs seem to become so enmeshed in remembrance activity that their ability to 

participate is no longer dependant on the viewable object. Misplaced or 

(consciously/unconsciously) avoided, these mementoes can take on a hauntographic presence ï 

felt but not seen ï they echo the very phantoms they were meant to commemorate.   

I first noted my hauntograph while looking for Angie.  

In March 2016, I awoke to news of the fatal car crash that took my dear friendôs life. I spent the 

morning tearing my place apart looking for a particular photo of She and I as teens ï far too silly 

and young to be at my brotherôs New Yearôs Eve party. It was a favourite photograph that would 

always send her into hysterics and prompt her storytelling. She repainted that night ï as she did 

all of our time together.  

I had to find this photograph because it felt like the only way I could access these stories, these 

memories ï the only way I could access Her.  

This dissertation is driven by this loss and by the eventual realization that all these memories, all 

this ï remembrance activity, has persisted ï even in the absence of the physical photograph. And 

as my missing photograph (that material object) remains so central to this remembering activity ï 

as it is both absent and yet somehow present ï like a ghost ï I named it my hauntograph.  

The pages that follow include many images that are personal in nature. Some have circulated 

publicly on social media but are nonetheless connected to personal losses and to my own 

bereavement activity. This activity has at times involved others and I hesitated to ask for 

permission to reproduce and discuss screenshots. I am so grateful for the support and trust shown 

to me by each of the affected individuals as this material has presented an invaluable entry point 

into my investigation, allowing me to explore some preliminary hunches ï things I intuitively 

sense to be occurring within the production of certain commemorative photographic objects. It 

has also helped to alleviate my own feelings of helplessness ï something óto-doô when nothing 

can be done. 
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Angieôs sudden and unexpected death compelled me to look at bereavement activity in an 

intensely personal and direct way. It continues to affect my ideas and questions about loss and 

remembrance. I cannot, however, write a dissertation about Angie. I cannot spend hours writing 

of how I lost her, how it felt like losing part of my past, or how that makes it difficult for me to 

understand myself in the present. I cannot write a whole dissertation about losing the photograph-

that-felt-like-losing-her-again. What I can do ï what I have done ï is consider why this 

photograph connects me to her. And why I have stopped looking for it.  
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Introduction  

This dissertation is driven by loss. It is the result of multiple losses; that of my dear friend, of a 

cherished photograph of the two of us together, and by the eventual realization that all the once-

connected remembrance activity has persisted, though the photograph has yet to be located. 

Absent ï and yet somehow still with me, like a ghost ï I named this my hauntograph. In the 

pages that follow, the reader is guided towards an understanding of this phenomenon ï through 

theories of photography and of remembrance that help trace the contours of their existence ï 

mapping out a trajectory towards and explaining the enduring existence of my missing 

photographic object (and those of others).   

In 1980, Roland Barthes first shared, what remains, arguably, the most famous unseen 

photograph. In the second half of Camera Lucida, he details the process of searching for his 

mother in family photographs ï noting his eventual discovery of her óessenceô in one that he 

names the Winter Garden photograph. Though never shown, this photograph, which provoked 

such powerful remembrance activity for Barthes, has enormous presence through his writing. 

Putting to paper, his connection to the photograph and the influence it has over him, embellishing 

it as he does, Barthes overcomes the need for a viewable, physical object.  

June 13, 1978. [é] This morning, painfully returning to the photographs, 

 overwhelmed by one in which maman, a gentle, discreet little girl beside 

 Philippe Binger (the Winter Garden of Chennevières, 1898). I weep.   

 Not even the desire to commit suicide.1  

Once Barthes found (or was found by) what felt like a suitable representation of his motherôs 

óspirit,ô he hid the object from view and wrote of it extensively until his death. What each of our 

physically absent photographs has in common is their personal significance ï their status as 

sacred objects that have become increasingly influential in their absence. But rather than 

obsessively seeking out my lost photograph, or the true identity of the Winter Garden 

photograph, I have spent the last few years considering what each has left in their wake. And in 

so doing, I have found others. Recounted by friends or in literature ï hauntographs are 

photographs that are misplaced or (consciously/unconsciously) avoided ï and yet still connected 

to the remembrance of absent individuals. They are imaginatively embellished photographic 

 
1 Roland Barthes, Mourning Diary (New York: Hill and Wang, 2010), 143. Barthesô Winter Garden 

photograph is returned to in the final chapter, page 174. 
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objects that need only be invoked. Indeed, their status as óunviewable objectô is precisely that 

which renders the ï once-associated-now-seemingly-disconnected ï remembrance activity ever 

more apparent. But why do some photographs remain connected to remembrance activity in this 

way? And aside from examining the language with which these misplaced or avoided objects are 

discussed ï just how does one explore an unviewable phenomenon? To better understand how 

and why hauntographs are remembered as objects, I have been exploring viewable remembrance 

ï performed upon or with ï photographic portraits. In the pages that follow, I examine additions 

of hair, of text, storytelling, rephotography, spirit photography, digital composites ï all these 

embellishments that slow down our reception of certain photographs.2 More than split-second 

capture, these photography-based objects have the ability to speak across time and enact a kind of 

reunion. 

As mementoes, photographs underscore the role of the imagination in remembrance ï and in 

bereavement in particular (especially as this memory work is shown to continue even in the 

absence of the physical photograph). Studying the visual components of these objects, I have 

identified recurrent techniques used to visually reunite individuals who can no longer be together 

physically. I have also noted a tendency to indicate partial presence ï absent individuals shown 

in a separate frame within the larger frame or semi-translucent ï illustrating how they are 

remembered, even felt by the bereaved. All these visual techniques mirror the way the deceased 

are often spoken of as óstill being with usô while acknowledging their absence.  

The photography-based objects explored throughout this dissertation (both analogue and digital 

in nature) have been selected, in part, for their presumed status as photographic memory work. I 

have asked many questions of these photography-based objects (photographic portraits, some 

embellished with additions of text, hair or funerary flowers, rephotography, digital composites, 

spirit photography) but none that is terribly concerned with my own experience of them as a 

beholder.3 Nor have I endeavoured to tease out some perceived embedded trauma ï that of the 

sitter or of the individual who created the object. Rather than perceiving them to be representative 

of or provoking the re-emergence of trauma, I understand these objects as responses to grief ï to 

 
2 ñThe image has been made more slowly, and it takes more time to look at. You canôt take it in quickly but 

instead must óreadô its elaborated surface.ò Geoffrey Batchen, Forget Me Not: Photography and Remembrance 

(New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2006), 25. 
3 Excluding of course, my own personally significant photographic objects. 
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the sensation of being haunted. I have approached each object as a skillfully and willfully 

enhanced trace of the now-departed individual pictured, in an effort to deepen understanding of 

the ways in which photography-based media become swept up in the activity of remembrance. 

The pages that follow examine different strategies deployed toward the enhancement/ 

embellishment of this remanence ï that is, the residual charge the dearly departed leave on 

things, on those who remember them.4 Visual and linguistic additions/alterations ï 

embellishments such as storytelling, physical additions, juxtapositions, recontextualizations ï 

enact transformations upon important photographic objects, and this activity reveals the 

imaginative component of remembrance through photography ï the creative and integral role of 

the imagination in memory-making/sustaining.5 This process is laid especially bare where 

memory work is shown to persist even in the absence of the photographic object (explored in the 

final sections of this dissertation). 

In the sped-up environment of social media, the bereaved are confronted by the likeness of those 

who have passed ï and the commemorative activities of others ï with increased regularity. 

Understanding the imaginationôs role in remembrance through photography is an important and 

timely endeavour. Using detailed visual and textual analysis, this dissertation follows the 

imaginationôs role in remembrance as it moves through the photographic medium, thereby 

responding to an urgent and understudied phenomenon occurring at the intersection of 

photographic theory, bereavement and memory studies.6 

 
4 This concept is further elaborated on pages 174-180, below. 
5 The role of the imagination in remembrance activities is elaborated throughout this dissertation ï namely, on 

pages 21-28, below. Emily Keightley and Michael Pickering offer the term ómnemonic imagination to describe 

the ñactive synthesis of remembering and imagining.ò Keightley and Pickering, The Mnemonic Imagination 

(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 7. 
6 This dissertation names and explores a previously unexamined, specific issue within photographic 

bereavement practices, while contributing to an already vast body of literature that tends to photography and 

bereavement. Some notable titles include Jay Prosser, Light in the Dark Room: Photography and Loss 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005); Audrey Linkman, Photography and Death (London: 

Reaktion Books, 2014); Stanley B. Burns, Sleeping Beauty: Memorial photography in America (Santa Fe: 

Twelvetrees, 1990); Burns and Burns. Sleeping Beauty II: Grief, Bereavement and the Family in Memorial 

Photography, American & European traditions (Burns Collection Ltd, 2002); Montse Morcate and Rebeca 

Pardo, ñIllness, death and grief: the daily experience of viewing and sharing digital Images,ò in Digital 
Photography and Everyday Life, eds. Edgar Gómez Cruz, Asko Lehmuskallio (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 

94-109; Jen Cadwallader, ñSpirit Photography and the Victorian Culture of Mourning,ò Modern Language 

Studies 37, no. 2 (Winter 2008): 8-31; Cybele Blood and Joanne Cacciatore, ñParental grief and memento mori 

photography: narrative, meaning, culture, and context,ò Death studies 38, no. 4 (2014): 224-233; Felicity T. C. 
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The photographic objects I have selected share these key defining characteristics: they each 

include a photographic portrait that is embellished, merging two temporal frames. I focus on 

these particular types of mementoes as I perceive in each an effort to visibly traverse the 

limitations of space and time ï to sustain connection with, and convey an ongoing commitment 

to, the dearly departed. The cherished photograph that brought me to this inquiry, is missing, and 

in a sense, this project follows my trajectory towards it. Tracing multiple forms of photographic 

embellishment, this dissertation culminates in a chapter that examines personally significant, 

absent photographic objects ï thereby mapping out a previously undefined type of bereavement 

through photography, that I name hauntography.  

Photographs are powerful traces of the departed because they look like the absent individual, and 

they feel as though they have touched them. Their symbolic signification ï complex and 

malleable ï is a primary issue to be explored in these pages. Photographs are external visual 

media that influence ï and are influenced by ï the many pictures we carry with us as memories in 

our mindôs eye. In beholding a photograph, connections are made between what is seen and what 

is remembered ï igniting this entity known as an óimageô ï and enabling us to make sense of, to 

read, what we see.7 Hauntographs, though unseen, demonstrate a direct lineage to photographic 

portraits and thereby to embellished photography-based objects. Thus, examining the nature of 

hauntographs will shed light on remembrance through photography and vice versa.  

It is likely impossible to know whether a hauntograph is remembered as the absent photographic 

object itself as opposed to, say, more straightforward remembrance of the moment depicted in the 

no-longer-viewable photograph. Do the contours of the photograph-as-object remain connected 

within this phenomenon because hauntographs are remembrance activity born of photographs or 

because they endeavour to resemble a familiar mode of remembrance activity? Is it easier to 

evoke the likeness of absent individuals imagined within the medium of photography? Does this 

mental framing of the individual, within the medium, define a space for them within the space of 

remembrance, in a way that harkens a long history of framing the absent individual within the 

 
Hamer, Parental Grief and Photographic Remembrance: A Historical Account of Undying Love (Bingley: 

Emerald Publishing, 2020). 
7 This idea of where and how images óhappenô is an ongoing concern within this study, to be explored 

throughout this dissertation. For a thorough consideration of this issue, please see Hans Belting, ñImage, 

medium, body: A new approach to iconology,ò Critical inquiry 31, no. 2 (2005). 
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viewable object?8 Why is it problematic to forego this framing within remembrance activity (in 

the way children sometimes do ï not recognizing the influence of a photograph over their 

remembrance activity)? Deliberate or not, it is worth exploring what this design carry-over does. 

The first chapter will explore issues of Photographic Remembrance ï introducing some of the 

theory and literature that informs this study but also responding to an important question: why 

photography? Indeed, why do I gravitate towards these objects and why do they feel so 

important? Photographs are not the only means of depicting likeness but there are certain 

attributes specific to/ideas associated with the medium that can instill in the beholder a sense of 

being in the ï if only partial ï presence of the individuals shown. Photographic portraiture 

borrows many of its conventions from painting and, as such, painting will be revisited throughout 

the earlier pages of this study, but I will nonetheless make a case for my specific focus on the 

photographic process. The relationship between photography and haunting will also be explored 

in this chapter ï presenting some intersecting theories but also clarifying what this dissertation is 

not concerned with.  

The second chapter ï Something to Remember Them By ï looks at some of the ways we have 

become unacquainted with death and with modes of bereavement that incorporate photography ï 

namely postmortem photography. This practice, now deemed distasteful by some, persists though 

it has moved underground. This chapter will identify some of the historical and contemporary 

conventions employed within these photographs, the potential benefits of this outmoded practice, 

and some of the reasons it has grown incompatible with contemporary western relationships to 

death and bereavement rituals. 

The third chapter ï Presenting Past ï offers examples of attempts at a visual merger ï or blurring 

ï of temporal boundaries between the bereaved and the departed. Looking at rephotography, 

spirit photography, digital composites and other processes whereby a joint portrait is produced, 

this section explores attempts to reunite individuals who can no longer be together physically. 

Moving away from ï the oft considered morbid ï depictions of final moments with the departed, 

 
8 This history of framing the absent individual, of indicating their absence within the photographic presentation, 

is explored in a section entitled Framing Memory, pages 121-132, below. 
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photographs explored in this chapter do not incorporate the lifeless body ï rather, these joint 

portraits suggest the potential for moments shared beyond death of the beloved. 

The fourth chapter looks at the multitude ways the bereaved Embellish Trace of the dearly 

departed ï through additions such as text, hair, or in the way photographic portraits are displayed 

or preserved. Case studies discussed in this chapter each include some type of embellishment of 

the original photographic portrait that contributes to the fuller story the resulting photographic 

object will tell of the absent individual ï thereby slowing down reception of the split-second 

capture.9 Bringing discussion of the beloved into the present, these photographic objects blur 

temporal separations, each embellishment an expression of enduring devotion to the departed. 

In the fifth chapter, I will elaborate the concept of hauntography. To illustrate the phenomenon 

whereby photographs can exist in memory alone, I will consider the charge people leave on 

things, on people ï their remanence (see pages 13-14) ï as well as objects that demonstrate a 

lineage to other objects ï skeuomorphs, objects with a causal relationship to their prototype (see 

pages 181-183). To demonstrate how some photographs can be willingly remembered as 

photographs, I will also consider dangerous images ï visual media that becomes internalized 

against our will ï how these can affect our memory of people, of events and the way we perceive 

other visual media moving forward (and backwards). This section will consider remembrance 

that remains connected to photographic portraits and yet disconnected from the physical 

photograph, offering multiple examples of hauntographs found in literature, shared by friends and 

contributed by students.  

Hauntographs are felt but seldom seen, described but seldom shown. Though they live only in 

stories, they remain photographic objects. And once you begin listening for them ï become 

attuned to this phenomenon ï you find them everywhere. In the concluding chapter, I will share 

more lost photographs ï considering the implications of hauntography and what they may reveal 

about photographyôs role in remembrance. That is, removing the physical photograph from the 

equation, what can we learn about our engagement with these precious objects? More precisely, 

how does bereavement shape our relationships to photographs ï even in their absence? 

 
9 This idea that reception of photographs can be slowed down through additions is explored throughout the text. 

I first encountered discussion of this in Batchen, Forget me not, 25. 
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Figure 1. Hoffman Family, ca. 1953. Courtesy of Rachel Hoffman.  
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Chapter One: Photographic Remembrance 

ñPeople come with photographs attached.ò 

In November 2020, Dr. Laura Wexler graciously accepted an invitation to speak to my students 

about the Photographic Memory Workshop she founded at Yale. She noted her surprise ï many 

had expressed interest in the project, but none had asked her to speak about it. She summarized 

the project and the ñguiding starò of her research ï at Yale and in photography ï as such: ñPeople 

come with photographs attached.ò She added, ñif people come with photographs attached, 

photographs also have people attached.ò10 This description ï one our guest characterized as 

awkward ï perfectly summed up something I too, have always felt.  

Photographs are not the only means of rendering and capturing the likeness of an individual. 

Unlike painting or drawing however, they feel less like an interpretation of the world and more 

like a faithful imprint.11 That is, using the terminology of semiotics, photographs are both icons 

and indexes of what is depicted ï they look like, and seem also to have been produced through 

some contact with what is shown.12 By virtue of the process that requires light to bounce off the 

sitter and back towards the lens, photography offers more than iconic likeness ï it is indexical. 

An umbilical cord seems to extend from the sitter to the photograph, nourishing the viewer and 

connecting the beholder in eternity to the individuals pictured.13 A primary point of comparison, 

and the reason that photography has so often enjoyed a reputation for more ótruthful depictionô of 

the world is this óindexicalityô that photographs, as opposed to paintings, are perceived to possess 

and the ensuing sense that they donôt óinterpretô but instead óreport.ô As John Berger famously 

 
10 In 1999, Professor Laura Wexler founded, and she continues to direct, the Photographic Memory Workshop 

at Yale. The above quote is derived from her (virtual) visit to COMS:367, Media and Cultural Context ï 

Memory, Mourning, and Witnessing, Department of Communication Studies, Concordia, November 11, 2020. 
11 While this study favours and spotlights photographic portraits, I do not perceive painted portraits as being in 

opposition with, or less impactful as memento mori that depicts the dearly departed. Indeed, tracing some of the 

progression from ï and crossover between ï the two mediums is an important aspect of this study. 
12 In semiotics, as it was defined by Charles Sanders Peirce in 1867, there are three main types of signs. Each 

sign differs in their relationship to the signified: an icon resembles the object, indexes have a physical 

connection to the prototype, and a symbolôs efficacy is reliant on established, conventional interpretation. See 

Anne DôAlleva, Methods & Theories of Art History (London: Laurence King 2005), 29ï31. 
13 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard, (London: Vintage 

Books, 2000), 81 and 126-127; Margaret Olin, ñTouching Photographs: Roland Barthesô Mistaken 

Identification,ò Representations 80, no. 1 (2002): 101.  
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proclaimed: ñPhotographs do not translate from appearances. They quote from them.ò14 Indeed, 

photographs can show things óas they wereô, but that is all they can show. All else ï any more 

potential for storytelling ï is attributed to the photograph by a willing (or unwilling) beholder.15 

So, there is the time of exposure but there are also many other ótimesô involved in the ómeaning-

makingô of a photograph.16 Much like memory, photographs point to more than one moment. 

They are the culmination of several moments, intentions and associations. Michel de Certeau 

describes memory as opportunistic ï like a bird who lays its eggs in anotherôs nest ï inserting 

itself in moments. It ñsustains itself by believing in the existence of possibilities and by vigilantly 

awaiting them [é]ò17 Evolving and adapting within the ever-changing present, they remain 

dynamic and relevant. Remembrance ï remembering ï involves strategies of retrieval and 

elaboration that, I believe, mirror our reception of photographic images, but have a fundamental 

relationship to analog photographic processes as well. 

The invention of photography is attributed to Louis-Jacques Mandé Daguerre in 1839, but 

multiple individuals had been working at this pursuit concurrently ï notably Nicéphore Niépce, 

Hippolyte Bayard, and Henry Fox Talbot.18 Daguerreotypes produced a crisp, positive ï thereby 

 
14 John Berger, ñAppearances,ò Another way of telling: A possible theory of photography, ed. John Berger and 

Jean Mohr, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2016), 96. Some other notable contributions to this topic: 

William Henry Fox Talbot, The Pencil of Nature, Vol. 1. (Library of Alexandria, 1969); Roger Scruton, 

ñPhotography and representation,ò Critical Inquiry 7 no. 3 (1981): 577-60; Kendall L. Walton, ñTransparent 

pictures: On the nature of photographic realism.ò Critical inquiry 11, no. 2 (1984): 246-277; Gregory Currie, 

ñPhotography, painting and perception,ò The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 49, no. 1 (1991): 23-29; 

Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with desire: The conception of photography (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1997). 
15 Many scholars have explored both the deliberate and subconscious information the beholder can bring to 

photographs. In Forget me not: Photography and Remembrance (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 

2006), Geoffrey Batchen looks at viewable additions that slow down the reading of certain photographs and in 

Camera Lucida (2000), Roland Barthes famously introduces the concept of punctum to address the sensation 

that photographs can affect certain viewers to ópiercingô affect. In Suspended Conversations: The Afterlife of 
Memory in Photographic Albums (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queenôs University Press, 2001), Martha 

Langford explores the possibility of prolonging remembrance activity connected to photographic albums by 

reassigning orality and thereby the compilerôs intended narrative. Other notable texts concerned with the 

emotions ï negative or positive ï that can be embedded in or associated with photographs include: Ulrich 

Baer, Spectral evidence: The photography of trauma, Vol. 67 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002); Elspeth 

Brown, and Thy Phu, eds, Feeling photography (Duke University Press, 2014); Kaja Silverman, The Miracle of 

Analogy: Or the History of Photography (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 2015).  
16 Jan Baetens et al. Time and Photography (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2010).  
17 Failing to adapt in this way, memory begins to decay. Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 86-87. 
18 Niépce produced the first photograph in 1826 ï naming the process Héliography ï but he refused to share 

details of his invention at the time. He eventually partnered with Daguerre and together they worked towards 

improving the process. Shortly after Niépceôs death, Daguerre patented the Daguérreotype ï a process built 

upon Ni®pceôs work that he nonetheless considered sufficiently distinct so as to bear his name alone. For a 
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one-of-a-kind, as with a Polaroid ï depiction of what lay before the camera (daguerreotype 

figures 7, 10-11, 14-16, 23, 75-76, 78, 88). Invented in 1835, but not sufficiently refined or 

patented until 1841, calotypes (aka talbotypes) produced a negative image ï meaning multiple 

prints could be procured. These first negatives, however, were developed upon paper, and prints 

were produced through contact printing with more sensitized paper.19 Not only was definition lost 

in the contact printing, prints also took on the texture of each treated paper, further obscuring the 

resulting image. It took some time for this obstacle to be surmounted (first a move to negatives 

on treated glass plates, then to plastic film, as well as improvements to the photographic papers 

and chemicals), but when eventually a negative-to-positive process could be sufficiently 

improved, it became the established preference both for its reproducibility and cost-effectiveness. 

This remained the case for over a century, superseded only recently by digital photography. 

Though increasingly niche or retro, analog photographic processes remain deeply connected to 

the way we understand and discuss even digitally based photographic methods ï especially as 

most people living today, myself included, spent the first part of their lives in the pre-digital era 

of photography. No matter how ódigitally fluentô we may consider ourselves to be, our 

childhoods were recorded on analog film. And those of us who studied and worked in 

photography more than twenty years ago, acquired skills that are in many ways, obsolete. But 

only in practice.  

Something fundamental has been lost ï or just misplaced ï with this increased convenience, an 

element of magic. Negative film-based photography ï that now out-dated and yet theoretically 

influential method ï involves an incredibly murky in-between stage that is overlooked by the 

average consumer. But anyone who has fumbled in the dark to crack open, unravel and wind a 

canister for developing, remembers. For them, for me, photographs will always include this 

seemingly endless and sublimely precarious moment. The blind, willful retrieval of latent trace. 

And the language used to describe latent image formation and development is, in my opinion, 

useful in considering the way we retrieve and recreate (develop) memory. Namely, to the 

 
comprehensive account of the invention of photography: Helmut Gernsheim, A Concise History of 

Photography, third ed. (New York: Dover Publications, inc., 1986), 8-28; Batchen, Burning with Desire, 1997. 
19 óContact printingô is the process whereby a negative ï be it composed of paper, glass or plastic film ï is 

sandwiched with light sensitive paper during exposure, typically all weighted under a piece of glass. This 

process was, for many years, used to produce photographic film contact sheets in the darkroom (so 

photographers could then select which frames to enlarge). In more recent years, these are more often produced 

digitally, using dedicated film scanners or flatbed scanners (via film carriers adapted for this use). 
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perceived tension between what is remembered and (some would suggest versus) what is 

imagined. How could we ever distinguish between the two? How could we ever decipher which 

aspects of memory are the result of an óexposureô (connected to an originary moment or event, 

what many would deem a retrieval of ótrueô memory) and which are connected to some aspect of 

the ódevelopmentô (a kind of elaborative process that many would connect to the ï oft considered 

ï more creative/less reliable, imagination) when both are deeply codependent?  

The main puzzle a theory on the mechanism of latent image formation has to solve is this: 

 Only quite a few quanta of light have to be absorbed by one of the small crystals or 

 ñgrainsò of silver halide in an emulsion to render this grain developable: the necessarily 

 minute effect of these quanta will cause the whole grain to be reduced to metallic silver 

 when the emulsion is treated with a solution containing certain reducing agents. The 

 unexposed grains are not so affected. Our most important questions are: (i) What is the 

 change produced by the absorption of light. (ii ) What is the mechanism of development 

 and, in particular, how does a developer distinguish between exposed and unexposed

 grains.20 

I keep coming back to this hands-on experience ï to the connection I perceive between 

processing photographic film and to the processes whereby we renegotiate memory. Suspended 

in the gelatin emulsion, silver halide crystals are pure potential (figure 2). Should these crystals 

be exposed to light, a latent image forms in this spectral plane and remains there until the 

information ï the image captured ï is sought (if the skill is there to develop and derive what is 

available). Just as the latent image rests on the silver halide crystals, the impressions others make 

upon us lurk, unrealized, until such a time that the desire and the tools are present in order to 

process this information. Longing for absent loved ones, the bereaved tend to seek out these 

traces ï forming creative solutions geared towards conserving and communicating the sensation 

that something remains.21 Photographs ï as visual traces of what has been ï are, perhaps, 

ultimate traces of absent individuals and as such, it follows that they would become connected to 

remembrance practices. We keep them near to keep Them near. ñPeople come with photographs 

attachedò and ñphotographs also have people attached.ò22 This dissertation is all about these 

attachments. 

 
20 W. F. Berg, ñLatent Image Formation in Photographic Silver Halide Gelatine Emulsions,ò Reports on 

Progress in Physics 11, no. 1 (1947), 249. 
21 Jens Ruchatz, ñThe photograph as externalization and trace,ò Cultural memory studies (2008): 367-378.  
22 Laura Wexler, COMS:367, Media and Cultural Context, November 11, 2020. 
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Figure 2. Bruce Warren, Photography, (St. Paul: West Publishing Company, 1993), 15. 

 

Developing Memory  

The influence others have on us can be ï at least temporarily ï amplified in their absence. The 

feeling that deceased loved ones remain somehow near, is hard to describe and yet so pervasive 

that multiple approaches to articulating this, continue to be developed. Popular in recent years, 

the language associated with affect theory is evocative ï and helpful in exploring the unviewable 

attachments/exchanges that can exist/occur between individuals ï but not sufficiently precise to 

describe the contexts of grieving and beholding that I am describing.23 An important proponent of 

this theoretical framework, Brian Massumi offers an especially interesting vocabulary to describe 

ósensationô as it extends beyond the body ï one that ultimately led me to the discovery 

(elsewhere) of a word that helps articulate my own understanding of the enduring influence the 

dearly departed can have on the bereaved (remanence, to be elaborated shortly). As he explains, 

sensation ñis always doubled by the feeling of having a feeling.ò24 More than straightforwardly 

 
23 Perhaps only in that it has been taken in too many directions ï feels as though it frequently strays too far 

from what I am getting at. Some leading scholars employing this theoretical framework to intriguing results 

are: Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham: Duke University Press, 

2002); Teresa Brennan, The Transmission of Affect (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004); Silvan S. 

Tompkins, ñAffect Theory,ò in Approaches to Emotion, eds. Scherer and Ekman (New York and London: 

Psychology Press, 2014); Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, second edition (Routledge, 2015).  
24 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 13. 
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doubled ï sensation can be understood as a kind of resonation that converts ñdistance, or 

extension, into intensity.ò25 Understood this way, he compares the experience of sensation to that 

of an echo ï only possible if there exists a ñdistance between surfaces for the sounds to bounce 

from.ò26 Considering the body specifically, Massumi suggests that we understand the sensory 

surfaces to be the ówallsô and this resonation-turned-intensity as óexperience.ô In this scenario, 

ñ[t]he emptiness or in-betweenness filled by experience is the incorporeal dimension of the body 

[é].ò But, as Massumi notes earlier in his text, resonation cannot occur without distance between 

the surfaces.  

I believe this analogy of óthe echoô is helpful in considering the sensation of loss ï of longing for 

an absent other ï as a persistent resonation between two bodies. The echo exists ñin the 

emptiness between them. It fills the emptiness with its complex patterning.ò27 Even in death, a 

kind of echo seems to connect some bodies. The further apart, the greater the space in-between, 

the more complex the patterning, the deeper and more delayed the resonance. Longing for an 

absent individual, the bereaved are attuned to this echo ï this pull or charge a loved one has left 

on things ï to their trace, residual influence, their remanence. 

Taking its roots from the Old French ñremenence, related to remanoirò ï meaning ñto stay, dwell, 

remain,ò remanence is a scientific term typically used to describe ñthe ability of a material to 

retain magnetization, [é] after the removal of the magnetizing field.ò28 I first encountered this 

term used by Bernard Stiegler in an essay entitled ñThe Discrete Image.ò He begins this text with 

the claim that ñ[t]he image in general does not exist,ò and then proceeds to explore the difference 

between, and co-dependence of, ómental imagesô and what he calls óimage-objects.ô29  

 
25 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 14. 
26 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 14. 
27 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 14. 
28 The concept of remanence is further elaborated in a later section that bears the same name. ñ[R]emanence 

(n.) early 15c. (Chauliac), óremaining traces of a disease,ô from Old French remanence, remenence, related to 

remanoir óto stay, dwell, remainô (see remain (v.)). By 1660s in the general sense of óthat which remains.ô The 

meaning ñcontinuance, permanenceò is by 1810 (Coleridge). Online Etymology Dictionary, accessed May 2, 

2022. 

https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=remanence&utm_campaign=sd&utm_medium=serp&utm_source=ds_s

earch. ñ[T]he magnetic induction remaining in a magnetized substance no longer under external magnetic 

influence.ò Merriam Webster, accessed May 2, 2022. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/remanence. 
29 Bernard Stiegler, ñThe Discrete Image,ò in Echographies of Television: Filmed Interviews, Jacques Derrida 

and Bernard Stiegler, trans. Jennifer Bajorek (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), 147.  

https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=remanence&utm_campaign=sd&utm_medium=serp&utm_source=ds_search
https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=remanence&utm_campaign=sd&utm_medium=serp&utm_source=ds_search
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/remanence
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If without the mental image, there is not, has never been, and will never be an image-

 object (the image is only an image insofar as it is seen), reciprocally, without the 

 objective image, despite what one might think, there is not, has never been and will never 

 be a mental image: the mental image is always the return of some-object, its remanenceð

 both as retinal persistence and as the hallucinatory haunting or coming back [revenance] 

 of the phantasmðan effect of its permanence. Or again: there is neither image nor 

 imagination without memory, nor any memory that would be originarily objective.30   

Remanence best describes the ócharge a loved one has left on thingsô and therefore the definition 

of óhauntingô that informs this study. Not some nefarious, undesirable, nagging sensation to be 

resolved but instead a hopeful sense that something remains ï and the will to develop it (to 

identify and enhance it). A kind of óholding onô to absent individuals that can bring comfort, 

counter helplessness, and perhaps help make sense of loss. Freud famously described the healthy 

mourner as one who slowly gives up a lost óobject,ô continually declaring it dead, ñas it were 

killing it.ò31 But I am not the first to point to the absurdity of this request.32 I hesitate to accept a 

pathological labeling of remembrance, instead approaching it as a way of showing respect and 

love, not just to the deceased, but to oneself. 33 The bereaved are faced with the difficult task of 

making sense of a present that does not include their loved one. Having lost an aspect of 

themselves as well, the bereaved carry available traces of the departed over into their new reality. 

Renegotiating the past within the present in this manner, the bereaved óhold-onô to themselves 

just as surely as they óhold-onô to the departed individual they long for.  

Avery Gordon defines haunting as the sensation that something can and must be done to address 

ñdisturbed feelings that wonôt go away,ò when ñeasily living one day and then the next becomes 

impossible,ò and most compellingly ñwhen the present seamlessly becoming the future gets 

entirely jammed up.ò34 Gordonôs óhauntingô is troubling, but working towards surmounting what 

 
30 Stiegler, ñThe Discrete Image,ò 148. 
31 Failure to work towards the goal of acceptance of this loss, is to dwell in a melancholic state ï according to 

Freud, a pathological condition. Sigmund Freud, óMourning and Melancholia,ô 243-244, 257. 
32 ñTo let go might even be to kill again.ò Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 159. 
33 David Eng and David Kazanjian note that melancholia demonstrates an ñenduring devotion on the part of the 

ego.ò A potentially productive state, they suggest that in ñdescribing melancholia as a confrontation with loss 

through the adamant refusal of closure, Freud also provides another method of interpreting loss as a creative 

process.ò Though Freud initially outlined a worrisome condition, he too came to the conclusion that ñmourning 

is not possible without melancholia.ò Eng and Kazanjian, Loss (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 

3-4. ñ[T]o lose another is not to lose oneôs impressions, not all of which are ever conscious. To preserve an 

attachment is not to make an external other internal, but to keep oneôs impressions alive, as aspects of oneôs 

self that are both oneself and more than oneself, as a sign of oneôs debt to others.ò Ahmed, The Cultural 

Politics of Emotion, 160.  
34 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 2. 
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is off: ñéhaunting, unlike trauma by contrast, is distinctive for producing a something-to-be-

done. Indeed, it seemed to me that haunting was precisely the domain of turmoil and trouble, that 

moment (of however long duration) when things are not in their assigned places.ò35 Gordonôs 

musings resonate with my own understanding of haunting, of the sense that something more is 

there that is being only partially experienced but might be cultivated and developed so as to be 

made more fully present (e.g. óimagesô ï to be discussed shortly). Thus, in the case of 

bereavement, sensing the partial presence of the departed ï their remanence ï the bereaved will 

often seek out photographs upon which to enhance this lingering presence, embellishing available 

traces of the beloved. óSomething-to-be-doneô: produce the visual to match what is felt.36 

In German there are two separate words for memory; Gedächtnis refers to an archive of images 

whereas Erinnerung refers to our recollection of images.37 Internal images are called upon to 

animate or process what is perceived externally. Thus, Hans Belting posits that pictures are 

linked, not just to their various media, but also to our bodies through our mental images. The 

óliving mediumô of the brain, draws upon the image stores ï Gedächtnis ï through the act of 

remembering ï Erinnerung ï and projects the resulting association back to the imagination which 

in turn censors or alters the image.38 Elaborating on this, he proposes a scenario he refers to as the 

ñtriadic constellation,ò wherein ñbody, media, and image are interconnected.ò39 Using reanimated 

skulls as an example of early attempts to create images of the deceased, he suggests that ñthe 

image of the dead, in the place of the missing body, the artificial body of the image (the medium), 

and the looking body of the living interacted in creating iconic presence as against bodily 

presence.ò40 As he notes, though pictures depend on their medium for ñvisibility and physical 

presence in the public realm,ò by the time ñan image finds its way into this technological 

medium, it is a symbolic product of the imagination that has already come a long distance.ò ñTo 

 
35 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 2. 
36 Potential benefits of these manufactured illusions is considered in the concluding section, pages 214-216. 
37 Belting, ñImage, medium, body: A new approach to iconology,ò 306. 
38 Belting, ñImage, medium, body,ò 306. ñThe images of memory and imagination are generated in oneôs own 

body; the body is the living medium through which they are experienced.ò Hans Belting, An Anthropology of 

Images, Picture, Medium and Body, trans. Thomas Dunlap (Princeton University Press, 2011), 11.  
39 Belting, ñImage, medium, body,ò 307. More on the ótriadic constellationô on pages 200-210, 219, below. 
40 Belting, ñImage, medium, body,ò 307. 
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force the issue,ò he continues, ñone might say that what is at issue is the journey of the image to 

the photograph.ò41  

The symbolic entity we call the óimageô is both an internal and an external phenomenon shaped 

by prior knowledge and intention. Belting suggests that just as we ñlive with images, we 

comprehend the world in images,ò and thus produce a ñliving repertory of our internal imagesò 

that ñconnects with the physical production of external pictures that we stage in the social realm.ò 

An image, Belting notes, ñis more than a product of perception. It is created as the result of 

personal or collective knowledge and intention.ò42 Thus, the óimageô ignited upon gazing at a 

photograph is reliant upon the contribution of the beholder.43 As Belting notes, ñ[p]ictures have 

always been dependent on a given mediumò to ñfurnish them with both visibility and physical 

presence in the public realmò, they provide them with ñvisible, external supportò.44 When we 

seek out photographic representations of loved ones, we are looking for places for our memories 

ï our internal images ï to land. These special photographs in turn, become spaces to develop and 

reinforce internal images. It is therefore unsurprising that the physical object that enhances the 

internal image would become inextricably linked to the memory/internal image it supports. 

As stated earlier, the mementoes to be explored throughout this dissertation have been selected, 

in part, as they exemplify memory work that incorporates photography. Many photo-theorists 

have endeavoured to decode memory of trauma believed to be encrypted into photographs and 

consider their impact on the beholder. Notably, Ulrich Baer, who demonstrates a parallel between 

the arresting natures of photography and of trauma ï each capturing unassimilable 

moments/experiences ï exploring specific case studies that demonstrate clear intersections of the 

two developments, such as Jean-Martin Charcotôs photo-investigations of óhystericalô women at 

Salpêtrière Hospital in the late nineteenth century.45 Or Susan Sontag, who looks at war 

photography ï to consider all that these images of horror can communicate to the beholder but 

also to what simply cannot be known to the outsider viewer.46 And finally, Marianne Hirsch, who 

has developed a concept of postmemory to describe the experience of those who, like herself, 

 
41 Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 18, 145. 
42 Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 9-10. 
43 Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 20. 
44 Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 18, 19. 
45 Baer, Spectral Evidence, 2002. 
46 Susan Sontag, ñRegarding the pain of others,ò Diogène 1 (2003): 127-139.  
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inherit trauma ï fragmented memories that have a connection to people and spaces that can only 

be visited in stories and in photographs.47 The photographic objects that I will be examining do 

not capture trauma, they are a response to it ï to the trauma of separation. These photographic 

objects must be approached as responses to grief ï to the sensation of being haunted. But how 

and why do certain photography-based media come to be swept up in remembrance activities? 

And what strategies do the bereaved deploy towards the enhancement/embellishment of this 

remanence? What types of visual additions, alterations and/or language are used to transform 

these photographs into important spaces of remembrance?   

Why these and not those?  

It is important to sketch out what these photographs seem to do and not do, as this function is 

often all that distinguishes them from other seemingly similar objects. That is, what sets them 

apart is their value to the individuals who create or commission them. But how can anyone else 

ever really know what the objects and their various elements are meant to signify or 

communicate? In short, how do I derive data from these objects in order to write about them?  

What is given is the visual object and, occasionally, an associated or related testimony. In order 

to get a richer sense of the remembrance activity at play, I will follow all observable 

embellishments to the original photographic portraits back to their cultural and historical origins 

(e.g., additions of text, of other indexical traces or the merger with another photograph). Tracing 

words, gestures, materials and other approaches to embellishing photographs back to their roots, 

may serve to further inform a reading of their current significance within remembrance practices. 

Testimony, however, can prove more difficult to obtain as an individualôs relationship to 

personally significant photographs is not always expressed. It can be difficult, therefore, to infer 

the effect these objects ï at times, bizarre to the outside observer ï may have on their intended 

audience (the individuals who create or commission them). The mid-nineteenth century, 

however, offer a very rich case study in Victorian-era spirit photography (elaborated in more 

depth in a later section entitled Photographic Reunion, pages 69-97). 

 
47 Marianne Hirsch, ñPast lives: Postmemories in exile,ò Poetics Today 17, No. 4, Creativity and Exile: 

European/American Perspectives II (Winter, 1996): 659-686. 
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The methods ï if any ï of William H. Mumler and óhis associateô Mrs. Helen F. Stuart (He the 

purported inventor of spirit photography circa 1864, though I have shown elsewhere that it was 

She) were never proven.48 Regardless, the two drew a lot of attention and were often criticized 

for taking advantage of the bereaved through what many believed to be fairly transparent 

techniques. Telling however, is just how little this mattered to the bereaved who commissioned 

the joint-portraits. In courtrooms, even when faced with compelling evidence pointing to the 

constructed nature of their photographs, clients (and those of subsequent spirit photographers) 

often insisted that theirs were real.49 Debunking or exposing them as óconstructedô did not alter 

their personal worth ï their established status as space of remembrance of the dearly departed.  

Most spirit photographs were eventually proven to have been produced through some sort of 

photo-manipulation in the studio and/or darkroom ï the underexposed, óghostly apparitionô 

simply moved into the frame alongside the ólivingô sitter. This same technique, however, was 

employed contemporaneously towards the production of ghosts ñjust for laughs.ò50 (A great 

example of this being what are often referred to as óBrewsterôs Ghostsô ï a series of stereoscopic 

images depicting comedic, ghostly encounters ï an idea first suggested by Sir David Brewster.  

See figure 4). As Louis Kaplan notes: ñWhile spirit photography is closely related to the work of 

mourning for those believers who invest in these images as supernatural keepsakes of their dearly 

departed, the debunking of spirit photography and the creation of óghosts just for laughsô in 

popular visual entertainments laugh in the face of death and offer the return of the comically 

repressed.ò51 However, importantly, the concurrent use of semi-translucence within the context of 

bereavement and entertainment photography did not detract from the worth of spirit photographs 

as personal mementoes. One did not negate the other. Indeed, the co-existence of these similar 

but functionally different objects (figures 3, 4) demonstrates just how much of a photographôs 

ómeaningô is reliant on the beholder and the context of viewing.  

 
48 Felicity T. C. Hamer, ñThe Role of Women in Victorian-era Spirit Photography: A New Narrative. MA 

thesis, Concordia Universityò, 2015; Felicity T. C. Hamer, ñHelen F. Stuart and Hannah Frances Green: The 

Original Spirit Photographer,ò History of Photography Journal 42, no. 2, (2018): 146-167.   
49 Indeed, there were other incidences, such as the June 1875 trial of European spirit photographer Edouard 

Isidore Buguet who revealed his deception. Cl®ment Ch®roux, ñGhost Dialectics,ò in The Perfect Medium: 
Photography and The Occult, ed. Clément Chéroux, et al. (London: Yale University Press, 2004), 50-51.  
50 Borrowing from Louis Kaplanôs ñGhosts Just for Laughs: Spirit Photography and Debunking 

Humor,ò Photography Performing Humor 26 (2019): 96-111. 
51 Kaplan, ñGhosts Just for Laughs,ò 96-97. 
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Figure 3.  Helen F. Stuart, 

Woman at Table with Male 

Spirit, c.1865, spirit carte-de-

visite. Clements Library,  

Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

 

 

 

 

 

The letter that follows does  

not reference the adjoining 

spirit photograph, but it is 

provided as an example of  

the way such objects were 

received by the individuals 

who commissioned them: 

 

 

ñMrs. StuartïThis is to certify that I, Mrs. Isaac Babbitt, have a Spirit Photograph of my husband, taken at your 

rooms, by Mr. Mumler. It is recognized by all that have seen it, who knew him when upon earth, as a perfect 

likeness, and I am myself satisfied, that his spirit was present, although invisible to mortals. 

Yours, with respect, Mrs. Isaac Babbitt, Forest Avenue, Roxbury Mass., Nov. 19th, 1862.ò  

ï ñThe Spirit Photographs,ò The Banner of Light (December 13, 1862): 4. 
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Figure 4.  London Stereoscopic Company, The Ghost in the Stereoscope, stereocard, ca. 1856 

 

 

 

 

 

As Margaret Olin notes of photography, the moment of óilluminationô often overshadows that of 

óidentificationô. ñThe moment of identification,ò however, ñunlike that of illumination, does not 

distinguish photography from other visual images, or even from encounters in the world at large. 

At work in any personal exchange, identification plays an integral role in the formation of groups. 

Moreover,ò she continues, ñit is not just identification of a subject that is at stake but, often, 

identification with it.ò52 So much attention is given to the moment of exposure ï that ñkey 

moment,ò when ñthe shutter opens, allows light into the dark chamber within, and gives lasting 

representation to whatever is in front of its lens.ò But ñ[s]omeone must identify photographic 

images,ò and in so doing, they bring a unique set of experiences and desires to their óreadingô 

thereof ï one that will change (if only slightly) with every viewing. In the context of the two 

aforementioned ghost photographs, the moment of illumination may have been near identical (the 

capture and manipulation of the photographic image) but the identification of (and with) what 

was shown, (the effect each example had on those who beheld them) could differ wildly.53 

 
52 Olin, ñTouching Photographs,ò 99-118. 
53 Though I must reiterate that their methods were never equalled by contemporaries, never proven and there 

was never any admission on the part of either photographer. For more about the criticism William H. Mumler 
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Photography, like memory, is not a direct route back to an originary moment; it includes all the 

time in between and ï importantly ï the moment of beholding in which the photograph is 

reconsidered in the present. The remembrance photographs to be explored within this dissertation 

acknowledge and build upon this sense of time. Grappling with loss, the bereaved can be haunted 

by a sense that the flow of time has become ñentirely jammed up.ò54 The choice of photographic 

portraits and the embellishments applied to them represents efforts to bridge this gap, 

reintegrating the likeness ï memory ï of the absent into the present. Why photography (as 

preferred trace of the departed)? I am not certain. I suspect, however, that it may be connected to 

photographyôs ability to produce ñan image that is a reality of nature, namely, a hallucination that 

is also a fact.ò55 It looks like the absent individual, and it seems to somehow reach back in time 

and touch them. 

In Their Image 

In 1581, friends Lavinia Fontana and Scilla Ghini were each with child. Only two months further 

along in her pregnancy, Lavinia was first to give birth at 6:15 pm on January second, naming 

Scilla godmother.56 Sadly, her daughter Laura did not live to see a full day. Two months later, 

Antonia Ghini was born but soon became infected with smallpox, succumbing to the disease 

before her second birthday. Her portrait, produced by Lavinia Fontana later that year, was painted 

of the girl posthumously (figure 5). A fact indicated only by the inscription that proclaims her 

father's premonition of death and his description ï as he was a medical doctor ï of the way it 

came to pass (inscribed upon the tablecloth). Close as the artist was to the child, Fontana was 

uniquely equipped to convey something of the child's character in the painting. It is safe to 

assume that the artist shared in the mother's loss, having cared for, and watched her grow. In 

Antoniaôs presence, she may have even enjoyed a vicarious glimmer of what may have been of 

her own lost infant. This portrait might then be understood as an expression of remembrance not 

 
faced in the press and in the courtroom, please see: Louis Kaplan, The Strange Case of William Mumler, Spirit 

Photographer (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008). 
54 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 2. 
55 Andr® Bazin and Hugh Gray. ñThe ontology of the photographic image,ò Film Quarterly 13, no. 4 (1960): 9. 
56 This paragraph is informed by the following text: Caroline Murphy, Lavinia Fontana: A Painter and her 
Patrons in Sixteenth-Century Bologna (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 183-184. 
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just of Antonia, but through their connection, the memory of the artist's daughter Laura as well.57 

Painted by Agnolo Bronzino, Bia de' Mediciôs portrait is widely believed to have been created 

posthumously, c.1542 (figure 6).58 Cosimo de' Medici commissioned this work in order to 

commemorate the short life of his illegitimate daughter who died at six years old. The doting 

father she leaves behind appears in profile on a charm around her neck.59 An intimate depiction, 

this portrait was likely intended for hanging within the inner chambers of the home for private 

viewing. That Bia was depicted as though alive, like Antonia, is notable. Like post-mortem 

photography, portraits that are known to be painted posthumously tend to show the deceased, as 

though deceased. Unlike óposthumous commemorative or mortuary portraitsô that clearly 

depicted the deceased at rest, óposthumous mourning portraitsô can only be identified as such 

through the detection of discrete symbolic indicators (e.g., the inscription on the tablecloth next 

to Antonia and the charm around Biaôs neck, figures 5-6).60 Indeed, the hidden nature of these 

cues makes them so hard to detect that, according to Jay Ruby, this genre was virtually unknown 

until art historian Phoebe Lloyd first identified the painting of a young boy as such in 1980.61 

As these examples show, the tendency for post-mortem photography to depict the deceased at rest 

was not connected to the constraints of the medium alone. That is, it is not just that photography 

rendered it more difficult to depict the lifeless body as though once more alive. The earliest 

photographers (1840s) adopted the already popular modes of representing the departed in painted 

portraits.62 As Ruby notes, photographers were presented with two established pictorial norms; 

that of óposthumous commemorative or mortuary portraitsô (which, given the expense, tended to  

 
57 Earlier versions of some of the material appearing in this and the next chapter, appeared in the form of a 

book: Hamer, Parental Grief and Photographic Remembrance, 2020. 
58 Carl Brandon Strehlke. Pontormo, Bronzino and The Medici: The Transformation of the Renaissance 
Portrait in Florence (Philadelphia: The Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2004), 136. 
59 Caroline Murphy, Murder of a Medici Princess (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 14. 
60 Jay Ruby, Secure the Shadow Death and Photography in America (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995) 27, 36. 
61 Ruby, Secure the Shadow, 36. Phoebe Lloyd, ñPosthumous Mourning Portraiture,ò in A Time to Mourn: 

Expressions of Grief in 19th Century America, ed. Martha V. Pike and Janice Gray Armstrong (Stony Brook, 

New York: Museums at Stony Brook, 1980) 71-87. 
62 Audrey Linkman notes that photography ñmechanized the well-established, buoyant industry in hand-painted 

portraiture, and at the same time appropriated many of the practices and ideas connected with the art of 

painting.ò She uses slightly different terminology to describe the two pictorial norms ï naming those paintings 

that depicted the deceased as deceased ópost-mortem portraitureô and portraits that depict them reanimated 

(painted from memory, existing depictions, death masks) as óposthumous portraits.ôò  Linkman, Photography 
and Death, 10. 
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Figure 5. Lavinia Fontana, Antonia Ghini, with detail, 1583. Oil on canvas, 87 x 72.5 cm. Rome, private collection 
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Figure 6. Agnolo di Cosimo Tori, known as Bronzino, Portrait of Bia deô Medici, with detail, 1542-1555.  

Le Gallerie Degli Uffizi, Florence. 
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be commissioned for the public viewing of wealthy individuals, the deceased depicted at rest) and 

that of óposthumous mourning portraitsô (depicting the deceased as though once more living, 

intended for private viewing by the bereaved, see figures 5-6).63 Photographers settled into the 

aesthetic used in posthumous paintings typically intended for public viewing ï depicting the 

deceased at rest ï but the commemorative photographs they produced were increasingly destined 

for private viewing.64 

Cheaper and thereby more accessible, post-mortem photography came to replace the painted 

posthumous portraits they resembled. Posthumous painted portraits however, those that depicted 

the deceased as though once more alive, continued to be commissioned well into the mid 

eighteen-hundreds.65 As Ruby notes, posthumously painted mourning paintings were a popular, 

ñpublicly acknowledged and socially acceptable practiceò in nineteenth century America, often 

painted from or even over post-mortem daguerreotypes of the dearly departed.66 In the case of 

figure 6, Bronzino did not have a daguerreotype of Bia at his disposal but many have suggested 

that he painted the portrait from her death mask.67 Was this death mask ï the molding taken of the 

departedôs face ï produced for the sole purpose of recording the contours of her face ï a painterôs 

aid? Or might this intimate imprint have fulfilled an additional function as commemorative 

object? 

The practice of rendering or capturing the likeness of an individual through portraiture predates 

the invention of photography and a preliminary consideration of earlier strategies, deployed 

within painting, is therefore important to this study. Namely, how the deceased is indicated both 

as óno longer with usô and as remembered. What photography introduced to the practice of 

portraiture was a sense that the resulting depiction was more faithful, less manipulated ï an 

imprint. As discussed earlier, photographs offer more than iconic likeness, they are also indexical 

 
63 Ruby, Secure the Shadow, 47. 
64 ñThey chose to use the conventions of the commemorative portrait to produce privately intended postmortem 

portraits.ò Ruby, Secure the Shadow, 47. 
65 ñMoreover, they flourished when the general business of painted portraits was on the wane [é].ò Ruby, 

Secure the Shadow, 43. 
66 Ruby, Secure the Shadow, 36. ñPhotography subsequently provided more convenient and reliable records for 

the painter of posthumous portraits, and these could serve as a basis for over-paintings. Indeed, one of the early 

uses of post-mortem photographs was to serve as the basis for over-paintings which depicted the subject as if 

still alive.ò Linkman, Photography and Death, 11. 
67 Created from a plaster imprint of the deceased's face, these offered the artist an idea of the subject's features 

though they might appear somewhat changed under the weight. Murphy, Murder of a Medici Princess, 32. 
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ï that is, they look like the individual pictured but also seem to have touched them, like a 

footprint or a death mask.68 Geoffrey Batchen notes that this additional quality contributes to 

photographyôs óprivilegingô over ñother systems of representation, the camera does more than just 

see the world; it is also touched by it.ò69 The objects or subjects figuring in photographic images 

appear to ñhave reached out and impressed themselves on the surface of the photograph, leaving 

their own visual imprint, as faithful to the contour of the original object as a death mask is to the 

newly departed.ò70 Thus, photographs collapse both the iconic and indexical functions of the 

painted portrait and the death mask that may have brought comfort to Cosimo de' Medici 

following the death of his daughter. 

Iconic and indexical in their representation, photographs are copies of the physical world that are 

reproduced and beheld through multiple lenses and filters ï at all times, both evidence and 

embellishment. Seemingly rooted in ï and demonstrating a direct return to ï some originary 

moment, memory is often subjected to similar discourse. Memory and imagination are often 

perceived as being in opposition to one another, rather than being embraced for the inseparable 

duality they represent. However, as Emily Keightley and Michael Pickering note, this distinction 

relegates memory to ñempirical tests of veracityò while the imagination is deemed ñnecessarily 

suspect in its relation to memoryôs adherence to some óreal worldô of the past.ò71 Keightley and 

Pickeringôs term ómnemonic imaginationô foregrounds the role of imagination in remembrance. 

What is recalled ñof an earlier experience is rarely, if ever, that experience as a whole.ò Thus, 

they suggest, we must ñbuild imaginatively,ò on what is recalled ñand make connections across 

time, always with the imperative need of the present shaping what we bring back, and bring 

together, at any particular stage in time.ò72  

 
68 The semiotic status of photographs is discussed on page 8, above. Hans Belting writes extensively on the 

topic of masks, noting that death masks ñare in a sense mechanical technologies for the reproduction of the 

body. Like footprints or shadows on a wall they recall the presence (and thus the reality) of a body.ò Of 

portraits he writes, ñ[o]ne might go so far as to suggest that the portrait is in essence a mask that has lost its 

dependence on the body and moved on to a different carrier medium.ò Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 27, 

24. See also Hans Belting, Face and Mask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2022). 
69 Geoffrey Batchen, Each Wild Idea: Writing Photography History (Cambridge, MIT Press: 2002), 61. 
70 Batchen, Each Wild Idea, 61. 
71 Keightley and Pickering, The Mnemonic Imagination (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 2.  
72 Described as the ñactive synthesis of remembering and imagining,ò they perceive the mnemonic imagination 

as crucial ñto our understandings of the relationship between past, present and future.ò Keightley and Pickering, 

The Mnemonic Imagination, 5-7. 
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Photography is subject to a similar binary ï evidence versus manipulated artifact ï the moment of 

óilluminationô so often overshadowing that of óidentificationô (as discussed earlier).73 

Photography, like memory, is not a direct route back to a specific moment ï to the individual 

who beholds it, the photograph includes all the experience they bring to this reconsideration 

occurring in the present. A photograph becomes meaningful only at the moment when meaning is 

attributed to it by a viewer. The viewer lends the photograph life through recognition (of what is 

shown) and then through imagination ï imagining circumstances beyond the frame. Similarly, 

memory involves both a kind of recognition and then an elaboration ï both, photography and 

memory allowing us to revisit absent individuals. Naturally, these photographs ï memories ï are 

more heavily visited, replayed and elaborated when they become the only manner through which 

reunion is possible. W. J. T. Mitchell famously asks: ñ[w]hat do pictures want?,ò and Hans 

Belting suggests the question is in fact: ñ[w]hat do we want from pictures?.ò74  Like Belting, I 

think we ñwant them to be alive even though we know very well that it is we who are lending 

them a life.ò75 And we lend them this life out of a desire to be with the individuals they show. 

And this ólifeô is leant in the form of remembrance. 

As elaborated earlier, photographs ï be they analog or digital captures, overtly manipulated or 

not ï will always, for me, evoke a murky in-between stage associated with negative film-based 

photography. Namely, that stage ï of varying duration ï between exposure and processing, a 

seemingly endless and sublimely precarious moment. For me, photographs will always include 

this moment of fumbling in the dark ï the blind, willful retrieval of latent trace. And this 

óretrievalô analog photographic processes entail, mirrors renegotiations of memory ï not just 

conceptually but also in the very mechanics of photographic film. The latent image ï as with the 

impressions individuals make upon others ï awaits, unrealized until the desire and the tools are 

present in order to process this information. And what is óretrievedô does not always have a 

straightforward connection to what ówasô. 

Photographs are powerful traces of the departed because they look like the absent individual, and 

they feel as though they have touched them. Their symbolic signification is complex and 

 
73 Olin, ñTouching Photographs,ò 99-118. 
74 W. J. T. Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?:The Lives and Loves of Images (University of Chicago Press, 

2005); Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 130. 
75 Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 130. 
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malleable. As Jens Ruchatz notes, ñ[n]either photography as a medium nor a single photograph 

can be tied down exclusivelyðor even ontologicallyðto one exclusive mode of signification. 

More often than not two or more of these modes of signification combine when photographs are 

looked at.ò They add, ñ[b]efore photographs can take on a symbolic meaningéthe objects in 

them have to be recognized by way of their iconicity.ò Longing for absent loved ones, the 

bereaved tend to seek out their traces ï forming imaginative solutions geared towards conserving 

and enhancing memory of the dearly departed.76 Likeness confirmed, photographs become a 

means of keeping the absent present. 

As stated earlier, the photographic objects discussed within this dissertation do not capture 

trauma, but they could certainly be understood as responses to the trauma of separation. Ulrich 

Baer describes trauma as ña disorder of memory and time,ò it ñblocks routine mental processes 

from converting an experience into memory or forgetting, it parallels the defining structure of 

photography, which also traps an event during its occurrence while blocking its transformation 

into memory.ò77 The photographic objects in the pages that follow are likenesses ï captured in a 

fraction of a second ï that have been slowed down, stretched. They demonstrate a desire to 

expand the moment shown, to show the time spent remembering the individual, reconsidering 

and replaying memories associated with the photograph. Geoffrey Batchen suggests that the 

reading of photographic objects is slowed through personal additions ï what I refer to here as 

embellishments. ñThe image has been made more slowly, and it takes more time to look at. You 

canôt take it in quickly but instead must óreadô its elaborated surface.ò78 Embellished, enhanced, 

directed remembrance ï photographic objects are given further context, they counter feelings of 

disjuncture. Embellished through the pairing of text, of items such as hair, or an additional 

photograph (rephotography, digital composites, spirit photography) ï these photography-based 

mementoes tell a fuller story of absent individuals. They are photographs becoming memory, the 

antithesis of trauma. 

 

 
76 Ruchatz, ñThe Photograph as Externalization and Trace,ò 371.  
77 Baer, Spectral Evidence: The photography of Trauma, 9. 
78 Batchen, Forget Me Not, 25. 
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Chapter Two: Something to Remember Them By 

Un-familiarizing Death 

Once a public spectacle of sorts, bereavement has become a more private affair in Western 

societies.79 The Victorian griever had occasion to communicate loss through their very attire. 

This status as well as their stage within the bereavement process were indicated through subtle 

variations in colour or via symbolic accessories. Proscribed through volumes akin to etiquette 

books, the mournerôs complex script was taxing but perhaps brought a degree of structure to a 

chaotic moment.80 Drawing attention to and indicating sorrow to the outside world, this dress-

code conveyed information and may also have incited understanding and sympathy in others.81 

But death is no longer understood as part of everyday life. Life expectancy is higher in 

contemporary society, fewer women die in childbirth, fewer children die in infancy. Death has 

become anti-life ï seemingly contagious. With fewer social cues at their disposal, the modern 

griever passes undetected in most of their physical day-to-day interactions. In response to this 

lack, some have developed ógrieving buttonsô ï pins that literally display messages such as ñBe 

kind, be gentle, Iôm grieving.ò82 

Comportment on social networking sites however (such as Facebook and Instagram) 

demonstrates a potential revival ï indeed, reinsertion ï of death into the social sphere.83 As 

 
79 For more on this see Philippe Ariès, ñThe hour of our death,ò in Death, Mourning, and Burial, A Cross-

Cultural Reader, ed. Antonius C. G. M. Robben (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2004) 40-48; Gary 

Laderman, The Sacred Remains: American attitudes toward death, 1799-1883 (Yale University Press, 1999).  
80 It is worth noting that the expectation that women would adhere to these scripts was far greater than what 

was expected of their male counterparts. Linkman, Photography and Death, 126; Ann Braude, Radical Spirits: 

Spiritualism and Womenôs Rights in Nineteenth-Century America (Boston: Beacon Press 1989), 53. 
81 For more on the nineteenth century bereavement industry: Jennifer Leaney, ñAshes to ashes: Cremation and 

the celebration of death in nineteenth-century Britain,ò in Death, Ritual and Bereavement, eds. Ralph 

Houlbrooke, Ralph Anthony (Abingdon: Routledge Kegan & Paul, 1989), 118-35; Laderman, The Sacred 

Remains, 1999; Tony Walter, On Bereavement: The culture of grief (New York: McGraw-Hill 

Education,1999). 
82 To see an example of a grieving button distributed by thanatologist and death educator Cole Imperi: The 

Inspired Funeral, ñóBe Kind, I'm Grievingô Button by Cole Imperi,ò accessed January 30, 2023, 

https://theinspiredfuneral.com/blog/2020/4/4. 
83 More on this óreinsertionô of death into the social sphere on pages 154-155, below. See also: Dorthe Refslund 

Christensen and Kjetil Sandvik, ñDeath Ends a Life, Not a Relationship: Objects as Media on Childrenôs 

Graves,ò in Mediating and Remediating Death (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), 251-271. More notable current 

research in the areas of bereavement and online culture: Kathleen Leask Capitulo, ñPerinatal grief 

online,ò MCN: The American Journal of Maternal/Child Nursing 29, no. 5 (2004): 305-311; Candy K. Cann, 

Virtual Afterlives, 2015; Dorthe Refslund Christensen, Ylva Hård af Segerstad, Dick Kasperowski, and Kjetil 

https://theinspiredfuneral.com/blog/2020/4/4
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opposed to the physical day-to-day, in these virtual spaces, the bereaved tend to adhere to certain 

expectations, wearing their loss in a way that harkens an otherwise outmoded bereavement 

etiquette.84 Despite the known curation of social media presences, users often develop a sense of 

knowing one another intimately. (Indeed, part of the appeal of these social media spaces is the 

assumption that others want to know about us and what we are up to.) By extension, users may 

feel that acquaintances not only want but deserve updates with regards to significant life events. 

Loved ones help make us who we are, and death announcements/tributes assert our continued 

connection to these individuals. There is therefore an expectation that such announcements will 

be made and that the Facebook page will be officially changed to a ómemorializing accountô.85 

That is, formally changing the pageôs title to Remembering so-and-so ï indicating that loss has 

occurred, but also safeguarding against the appearance of life where it is no longer (thereby 

avoiding ongoing alerts for birthdays and such).86 Both these initial death announcements/tributes 

(proclamations of love, of grief and personal anecdotes usually accompanied by a joint-portrait or 

 
Sandvik, ñBereaved Parentsô Online Grief Communities,ò 2017; Ylva Hård af Segerstad and Dick 

Kasperowski, ñA community for grieving: Affordances of social media for support of bereaved parents,ò New 

Review of Hypermedia and Multimedia 21, no. 1-2 (2015): 25-41; Carla J. Sofka, Illene Noppe Cupit and 

Kathleen R. Gilbert, eds., Dying, Death, and Grief in an Online Universe, (New York: Springer, 2012); Ruth 

M. Swartwood, Patricia M. Veach, Jessica Kuhne, Hyun Kyung Lee, and Kangting Ji, ñSurviving grief: An 

analysis of the exchange of hope in online grief communities,ò OMEGA-Journal of Death and Dying 63, no. 2 

(2011): 161-181. 
84 Some notable current research in the areas of bereavement and online culture: Kathleen Leask Capitulo, 

ñPerinatal grief online,ò MCN: The American Journal of Maternal/Child Nursing 29, no. 5 (2004): 305-311; 

Candy K. Cann, Virtual Afterlives, 2015; Refslund Christensen, Hård af Segerstad, Kasperowski, and Sandvik, 

ñBereaved Parentsô Online Grief Communities,ò 2017; H¬rd af Segerstad and Kasperowski, ñA community for 

grieving: Affordances of social media for support of bereaved parents,ò New Review of Hypermedia and 

Multimedia 21, no. 1-2 (2015): 25-41; Sofka, Cupit and Gilbert, eds., Dying, Death, and Grief in an Online 
Universe, 2012; Ruth M. Swartwood, Patricia M. Veach, Jessica Kuhne, Hyun Kyung Lee, and Kangting Ji. 

ñSurviving grief: An analysis of the exchange of hope in online grief communities,ò OMEGA-Journal of Death 

and Dying 63, no. 2 (2011): 161-181. 
85 To do so, a scan of the death certificate must be provided. Facebook, ñRequest to Memorialize or Remove an 

Account,ò accessed December 09, 2022, https://www.facebook.com/help/1111566045566400. 
86 If death is not indicated within social networking sites, online presences of the deceased appear no different 

than those attached to still living individuals. There is a great deal of literature that addresses the existence of 

so-called virtual zombies, complications and potential solutions. See Debra J. Bassett, ñWho wants to live 

forever? Living, dying and grieving in our digital society,ò Social Sciences 4, no. 4 (2015): 1127-1139; Brian 

De Vries and Judy Rutherford, ñMemorializing loved ones on the World Wide Web,ò OMEGA-Journal of 
Death and Dying 49, no. 1 (2004): 5-26; Christopher Moreman and A. David Lewis, eds., Digital Death: 

Mortality and Beyond in the Online Age (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2014); Gabrielle Muse, Death in the 

Digital Age-Managing Online Accounts When a Loved One Dies (Riverview, FL: Idea Adapter, 2011); John 

Romano and Evan Carroll, Your Digital Afterlife: When Facebook, Flickr, and Twitter are your Estate, What is 

Your Legacy? (New Riders, 2010); Vered Shavit, Digital Dust: Death in the Digital Era & Life after Death on 

the Net: Digital, Virtual and online Aspects of Current Death (2012-2014), accessed October 11, 2019, 

http://digital-era-death-eng.blogspot.co.il/. 

https://www.facebook.com/help/1111566045566400
http://digital-era-death-eng.blogspot.co.il/
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favoured photograph of the departed) and the maintenance of the departedôs page moving 

forward (by a pre-determined executor or by converting the page to a memorialized account), will 

affect how the departed will be remembered with regards to their photographic likenesses. 

Proximity ï intimacy ï is complicated in online interactions. Social networking sites enable 

individuals to communicate with and remain connected to others at any distance. The social 

media spaces of the deceased can get a lot of attention in the days following their death. News of 

their passing provokes a flurry of condolences but also of photographs ï each drowning out the 

photographs that have been carefully curated by the departed (no longer available to chime in or 

edit). In a formal funeral setting, those closest to the bereaved decide which photograph is 

selected to be displayed and perhaps printed on mementos for guests (e.g., memorial 

bookmarks).87 But in the context of social media, anyone (even those who might not be included 

in an in-person funeral) can influence which photograph becomes most iconic of the bereaved.88  

Post-mortem and End of Life Photography 

Most contemporary North Americans and Western Europeans are not accustomed to viewing 

death up close. Not only because they are personally touched by it with less frequency, but also 

as it tends to occur out of sight ï in hospitals.89 Conversely, in the nineteenth century, people 

were more likely to be born and to die in the home.90 Emphasis was placed on the value of a 

ógood death,ô and deathbed accounts were often penned for family who could not be there. 

Describing last moments, these testimonies brought comfort to those who could not be present at 

 
87 Memorial/commemorative/remembrance or funeral bookmarks are an interesting phenomenon in and of 

themselves ï first appearing in England in the 1840s, the practice was quickly adopted by the U.S. William L. 

Clements Library, University of Michigan, ñMemorial Cards and Floral Arrangements,ò accessed January 31, 

2023, https://clements.umich.edu/exhibit/death-in-early-america/memorials/. Some also suggest that these may 

have a connection to catholic holy prayer cards. Memorial Card Shop, ñThe History of Memorial Cards,ò 

accessed January 31, 2023, https://www.memorialcardshop.co.uk/blog/history-of-memorial-cards.html. Dating 

back as far as to the 15th century, prayer cards depict religious figures, information about them and associated 

prayers ï much as these contemporary bookmarks might include a photograph, information about the 

individuals and a selected quote, excerpt from a poem/song or perhaps religious message of some sort. Maddie 

OôMahoney, ñA Brief History of Holy Cards,ò University of Dayton, posted February 28, 2022, 

https://udayton.edu/blogs/marianlibrary/2022-02-28-a-brief-history-of-holy-cards.php. 
88 This, dependant on factors such as which is shared first, most reshared and commented upon. 
89 Linkman, Photography and Death, 69. Philippe Ariès, Western attitudes toward death: from the Middle Ages 

to the present (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), 87.  
90 Birthing and caring for children, women also were the primary caregivers to the sick and dying ï even 

washing and preparing the bodies of the dead.  

https://clements.umich.edu/exhibit/death-in-early-america/memorials/
https://www.memorialcardshop.co.uk/blog/history-of-memorial-cards.html
https://udayton.edu/blogs/marianlibrary/2022-02-28-a-brief-history-of-holy-cards.php
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the time of passing.91 Audrey Linkman suggests that postmortem photography may have served a 

similar function to that of writing and circulating deathbed accounts ï showing the deceased at 

peace and perhaps acknowledging ñthe recipientôs right to have been in attendance.ò92 These 

photographs delivered news of loss but also produced a memento of the deceased for display 

within the home or to be added to the pages of an album.  

In the earlier days of photography, there were few if any photographs procured during most 

individualôs lives. Given the scant opportunity to procure a photographic likeness of those who 

had died very young, post-mortem photography was often the only option.93 For this reason ï and 

as few households were not touched by the loss of a child or young person ï most nineteenth 

century post-mortem photography depicts children.94 Depicted primarily as though sleeping 

(figure 7), these photographs convey a sense of calm and the promise of new beginnings ï the 

pervasiveness of this practice evidenced by the sheer number of such photos. Showing the body 

carefully laid out, often encircled by flowers (figures 8-9) ï these photographs helped counter 

morbid thoughts of finality and of decay, echoing the sentiment óRest in Peaceô adorning most 

tombstones.95  

Victorian post-mortem photographs have piqued the interest of collectors for their sad poignancy. 

Some of the post-mortem photographs that circulate online in discussion groups and auction sites  

 
91 Victorian deathbed memorials gave intimate account of final moments, therapeutic to the caregiver, they also 

provided a written record for the family. Patricia Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family, (New York: Oxford 

University Press 1996), 10, 37.   
92 Audrey Linkman posits that post-mortem photography came to serve the same function as this poetic prose, 

the illusion of sleep offering grievers the promise of new beginnings. Linkman, Photography and Death, 16-18. 
93 Although many would commission post-mortem photographs even if they had a photographic portrait taken 

in life. Linkman suggests that the desire for a post-mortem photograph might also be attributed to the inability 

for poorer families to pay for a proper burial space. These portraits became a ñdesignated place to mourn or 

remember these children.ò Linkman, Photography and Death, 8-9, 18. 
94 Though many sellers try to promote their Victorian photographs as post-mortem photography when the 

carefully drawn on eyes are meant only to compensate for some blur during the exposure. It has always been 

especially difficult to keep children still during exposures. ñThroughout the 19th centuryébabies were 

considered the supreme test of a photographerôs mettle, skill and patience,ò notes Bill Jay, ñIt is significant that 

when George G. Rockwood of New York issued a booklet in 1874-5éall the illustrations concern the 

frustration of photographing babies, culminating in the photographer stamping in anger on the final ruined 

plate.ò Bill Jay, ñInfantry Tactics: Coping with Children in the 19th Century Photographic Studio,ò in The 

Babies: Photographs by Sue Packer, Sue Packer (Manchester: Cornerhouse, 1989). 
95 Linkman, Photography and Death, 21. 
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Figure 7. Unknownmaker, American, [Postmortem portrait of a black child], about 1855, daguerreotype.  

The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 
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Figure 8. Unknown, Deceased Baby in Coffin, ca. 1855. Ambrotype. Collection of Jack and Beverly Wilgus.  
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Figure 9. Unknown, Deceased Child Encircled by Flowers, ca. 1890. Collection of Jack and Beverly Wilgus. 
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depict the deceased standing or seated upright ï posed as though still living. For the most part 

however, these are not in fact post-mortem photographs. Mislabelled by sellers ï be they 

misinformed or deceitful ï there is no end to the proliferation of false assumptions and 

professionals endeavouring to debunk these falsehoods.96 Supposed tell-tale signs are misleading. 

For example, the appearance of white eyes ï the seeming absence of an iris ï can be attributed to 

the emulsionôs oversensitivity to and subsequent overexposure of cyan hues. At the other end of 

the spectrum, red hues tend to be harder to expose. (Hence the continued use of dim red lighting 

when printing black and white photographs). Darkened hands do not necessarily indicate pooling 

blood or blackened limbs. They are likely underexposed hands, reddened on account of sunburn 

or the like.97 Eye retouching was seldom undertaken as a means of óvisually revivingô the dead; 

rather this technique compensated for the overexposure of pale blue eyes or for the blur of 

blinking captured by still somewhat lengthy exposure times.98 These were not minutes long as is 

often reported, and incidentally, even a portrait taken at a fifteenth of a second risks picking up 

this involuntary movement. To help compensate for the deficiency of early photographic 

technology, heads were often propped up with posing stands to help keep a sitter still. However, 

about as flimsy as a microphone stand, these would be insufficient support for the weight of a 

fully leaning or limp body. As a general rule, if subjects in photographs appear as though they 

may be alive, they more than likely are.99 If an individual appeared in a group photo lounged in a 

bed or chaise longue, it can be safely assumed that they are very ill and perhaps near death. But a 

baby that poses with siblings, drooping in the chair may simply be an unproppable baby (hence 

the many hidden mother photographs wherein the mother holds her baby up for the portrait while 

she remains hidden beneath a cloth, see figure 83).100 Appearing in group photos, the deceased  

 
96 Thank you to the clever members of the Facebook group ñDispelling Myths about Antique Photography, An 

Educational Forumò for their expertise applied to this paragraph. 
97 Beverley Wilgus, ñDispelling Myths about Antique Photography, An Educational Forum,ò Facebook, Sept. 

2016. Overexposed to the sun/underexposed on the film. 
98 Exposure times were not as long as is often reported. Even at a fraction of a second this blur can be detected. 

There are nonetheless a few documented incidences of photographers who specialized in post-mortem 

photography that aimed to produce ñlife-likeò portraits of the deceased. These would indeed be retouched or 

altered by way of vignetting the face and printing it turned upright. Ruby, Secure the Shadow, 72-74, 196, 

footnote 9. 
99 Sonya Vatomsky, ñClearing Up Some Myths About Victorian óPost-Mortemô Photographs,ò Atlas 

Obscura, November 27, 2017.  
100 Occasionally fathers also used this technique.  
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would more often than not appear shown in a casket but there do exist rarer examples of the 

deceased shown propped up in a seated position (alongside family or alone).101 At times of 

course, the child shown held by a parent is clearly deceased. These heartbreaking postmortem 

photographs offer a final opportunity to parent the beloved ï demonstrating an enduring affection 

for, and desire to remember the child (figures 10-11). 

Some suggest that post-mortem photographs displaying the deceased sleeping or as though living 

can be understood as attempts at denying death ï funerary photographs displaying the deceased 

in caskets surrounded by flowers as work towards the acceptance of loss (e.g., figure 7 vs. 8).102 

A literal reading of these photographs may well lead to these conclusions. However, it is 

impossible to know what the bereaved beholder actually experiences when gazing upon such 

intensely personal photographs. And, ultimately, it is the beholder that imbues the objects with 

meaning. Indeed, at least historically, there remains very little evidence of the effect these 

photographs had on their users. However, in a volume entitled Secure the Shadow, Jay Ruby 

shares a heartbreaking account, penned by Eva Putnam of Northbridge, Massachusetts on 

February 7, 1870. In this letter addressed to her Aunt Addie (Adelaide Dickison Cleveland), she 

ñcomments on the death of the child Mabel, Adelaideôs sister and Evaôs aunt: óHow lonely you 

must be, how could you endure it. If it were not for the assurance that itôs all for the best. I am 

glad you could get so good a picture of the little darling dead Mabel as you did, the fore head 

[sic] and hair look so natural.ôò103  

Via scant testimony and given the fact that many post-mortem and funerary photographs were 

framed and mounted on walls within the family home, we can assume these were a source of 

comfort. And shocking though it may be to witness the deceased being photographed within the 

contemporary funeral setting or to encounter such photographs in physical print or shared on  

 
101 ñSome images portray the dead sitting upright in a chair,ò and this ñmay have simply reflected laying out 

procedures in some cultures [é].ò Linkman, Photography and Death, 29. 
102 Ruby, Secure the Shadow, 110. Indeed, Hans Belting would argue that all pictorial representations, dating 

back to prehistory, might be understood as a denial of death. ñPictures-including digital media, and in fact all 

media before or after can alter the perception of our bodies, representing us as we wish we could be. They can, 

for example, turn into artificial bodies that cannot die.ò Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 17. 
103 From The Grace Cleveland papers, Special Collections, the John Hay Library, Brown University, 

Providence Rhode Island. Ruby, Secure the Shadow, 59. 
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Figure 10. Unknownmaker, American [Mother holding her dead child], about 1854, daguerreotype.  

The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles. 
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Figure 11. Unknown, Father and Baby, daguerreotype, Collection of Jack and Beverly Wilgus. 
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social media ï these practices persist.104 The Victorian griever was not immune to death, but they 

did have more overtly accepted bereavement tools at their disposal. 

The proliferation and dispelling of myths about Victorian post-mortem photography is a recurring 

hot topic.105 What is not discussed quite so openly is the persistence of this practice. Whereas one 

can easily access photographs of deceased Victorian children, contemporary photographs that 

depict young, deceased persons are shared predominantly by journalists documenting atrocities ï 

shared as calls to action.106 By the mid-twentieth century, in North America, death had moved out 

of the home and into hospitals.107 As the dead and dying became increasingly segregated from the 

everyday, bereavement practices and post-mortem photography moved almost completely 

underground. Memento mori ï such as postmortem photography ï once served as a reminder of 

the inevitability of death and the need to seize the day ï ócarpe diem.ô The proliferation of such 

objects, these ñartifacts, including images and texts,ò served to ñinstruct, entice, and move a 

viewer toward consciousness of oneôs final demise.ò ñ[M]emento mori may deliver a warning for 

moral and spiritual repair before a person encounters the afterlife,ò but also remind one to ñtake 

advantage of the good things of life now because oneôs time is short.ò108 In the latter half of the 

twentieth century, less exposed to death in their day-to-day, most North Americans grew averse 

to the type of reminder memento mori once signified.109 Speaking openly of personal loss 

became awkward, even rude.  

North American children are now more likely to reach adulthood, but of course not all do, and 

some parents have little or no opportunity to procure an image of their very young children in 

 
104 Working as a photo laboratory technician in the late nineties, I encountered these frames on occasion. 
105 Trending every October along with articles about spirit photography. For example: Felicity T. C. Hamer, 

ñSpirit photography captured love, loss and longing,ò The Conversation, Oct. 26, 2021; Hamer, ñSpirit 

photography: 19th-century innovation in bereavement rituals was likely invented by a woman.ò The 
Conversation, Sept. 29, 2021. 
106 Michael Hviid Jacobsen, ñóSpectacular DeathôðProposing a New Fifth Phase to Philippe Ari¯sôs Admirable 

History of Death,ò Humanities 5, no. 2 (2016): 29-30. 
107 ñOne no longer died at home in the bosom of one's family, but in the hospital, alone. One dies in the hospital 

because the hospital has become the place to receive care which can no longer be given at home.ò 

Ariès, Western attitudes toward death, 87. 
108 ñThe Latin injunction memento mori is commonly rendered in English as óremember mortalityô or, more 

directly, óremember that you must dieô.ò Benjamin Bennett-Carpenter, Death in Documentaries: The Memento 
Mori Experience (Leiden: Brill Rodopi, 2018), 2-3. 
109 Recognizing the extraordinarily disparate experiences of marginalized communities within North America, 

for whom premature death (due to racially motivated violence, discrimination, poverty and diminished access 

to proper healthcare) is an enduring problem.  
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life. Given the ubiquitous nature of camera phones, this tends to be the case solely of perinatal 

death. When a baby is stillborn or dies very soon after delivery, post-mortem photography is the 

only option for parents wishing to keep a likeness of their child ï an important step towards 

acknowledging the short lives and the ensuing profound sense of loss by their parents. In the 

early 1980s, clinical research began recognizing the significant effects of perinatal death on 

parents. In response, care-providers developed more robust bereavement support, assisting in the 

production of mementoes that often incorporate photography.110 In many North American 

hospitals, photographic equipment and staff trained to assist in procuring photographs have 

become standard practice.111 Care-providers are urged to inform parents of opportunities to obtain 

free professional photography services through organizations such as Now I Lay Me Down to 

Sleep (NILMDTS).112 A photography session is likely the furthest thing from the mind of a 

parent of a recently deceased or ailing child. However, despite the hesitance of most parents, 

most report later on that they were grateful to have obtained them (figures 12-13).113 

When a baby is stillborn or passes very early, most if not all interaction occurs within the 

hospital. End-of-life or post-mortem photographic sessions can offer a reprieve from the hectic 

pace of the hospital room and an opportunity to truly parent a child. In many cases, these present 

some of the few occasions wherein very sick children are not attached to various life support 

machines. Reaching a point where it is known that a childôs weakened state will not be made 

worse through interaction, parents are often encouraged to help bathe and dress their infants. 

These preparations are rare and memorable opportunities to perform some of the more mundane  

 
110 ñPhotography was part of a broader set of practices that healthcare staff began to take on in bereavement 

support that could be categorized as memento or legacy creation, including such activities as painting, crafts, 

memory boxes, journaling, or plaster casts of the babyôs hands and feet.ò A study by Sara L. Martel and Lori 

Ives-Baine greatly informs this section. Martel and Ives-Baine, ñôMost prized possessionsôò: photography as 

living relationships within the end-of-life care of newborns.ò Illness, Crisis & Loss 22, no. 4 (2014): 312. 
111 Martel and Ives-Baine, ñMost prized possessions,ò 312. 
112 Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep pairs grieving parents with volunteer photographers willing to travel to their 

hospital to capture what are likely the only existent images of their stillborn or terminally ill infants. NILMDTS 

provides free of charge, professional quality, retouched image files to families who can subsequently print at 

the lab of their choosing. Testimonials on the website attest to the positive impact this óremembrance 

photographyô provides. ñHome Page,ò NILMDTS, accessed June 3, 2014, 

https://www.nowilaymedowntosleep.org.   
113 Blood and Cacciatore, ñParental Grief and Memento Mori Photography,ò 224-233. 

https://www.nowilaymedowntosleep.org/
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Figure 12. NILMDTS  

Co-founder Cheryl Haggard  

and her husband Mike cradle 

their baby Maddux, the 

inspiration behind ILMDTS. 

Image courtesy of 

Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep, 

Photographer Sandy Puc. 

Figure 13. Image courtesy of 

Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep,  

Photographer Sandy Puc. 
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activities of parenthood. Through these photographic sessions, parents begin developing the 

stories that will become the stories they tell and retell outside of the hospital upon their return 

home without the child. These photographs help the parents learn to speak of their loss to 

extended family who were not present in those intimate moments. In place of extended family 

members, caregivers become participants in what will become memory of the children.114 

Throughout this process, hospital caregivers become important allies and many bereaved parents 

express a desire to remain connected to the hospital caregivers who assisted them in these 

moments. 

The stigma surrounding the devastating loss of a child ï and reproductive loss in general ï make 

sharing the experience with others especially difficult (as opposed to that of more anticipated 

losses, such as that of a parent). Acknowledging the childôs life, these photographs offer evidence 

with which to confront the órealness problemô of reproductive loss (that they were parents, the 

child did exist, that their grief is warranted) ï validating the bond that existed and enabling the 

bereaved to communicate loss with those who can offer support.115 In the absence of other 

offspring, these photographs can also be valuable tools for individuals grappling with their 

precarious status as óparentsô following the death of an only child. Through these photographs, 

older or would-be siblings are presented an opportunity to remember and imagine the absent 

family member.  

 
114 Many express a wish to maintain relationships with the healthcare providers and to include them in photo 

albums.   
115 Martel and Ives-Baine, ñMost prized possessions,ò 313. Some have used the post-mortem 

photography of pre-term infants to further their pro-life platform. For more on this: Sandra Matthews and Laura 

Wexler, Pregnant Pictures, (New York: Routledge, 2000), 186; Myev Rees, ñMartyr Mothers, Angel Babies: 

Conservative Christian Pronatalism in the Media Age,ò (PhD Diss., Northwestern University, 2018), 

236. Shawn Michelle Smith notes a potential continuity, throughout history, in the ñcultural importò and 

applications of photographs of dead babies towards pronatal agendas. As she writes, ñ[t]hroughout the mid-

nineteenth century, daguerreotypists advertised their services to bereaved mothers [é] Americans apparently 

assumed not only that children could and would die, but also that images of dead bodies should be preserved 

for posterity. Given late-twentieth century understandings of the political nature of images of dead babies, most 

notable today in anti-abortion propaganda materials, one can begin to ask what cultural and ideological 

function the photograph of a dead child might have served in the nineteenth century. In a period of eugenicist 

anxiety about the ódeathô of the Anglo-Saxon race, images of dead white babies may have served not only as 

memorials, highlighting the importance of every member of the race, but also as reminders to white adults of 

the óneedô to continue procreating.ò 201. Shawn Michelle Smith, ñóBabyôs Picture is Always Treasuredô: 

Eugenics and the Reproduction of Whiteness in the Family Photograph Album,ò The Yale Journal of Criticism 
11.1: (1998), 201. 
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Memory is not linear, nonetheless, remembrance can feel as though it entails a backwards kind of 

reflection and imagining tends to be associated with the future. Remembering a lost child 

complicates this process ï as what is remembered is perhaps inseparable from the fantasy of what 

could have been. Parental bereavement through photography offers, for some, an opportunity to 

distill and magnify the joy that was shared in the short time they were given together. Amplifying 

the lives of those who have died very young, these photographs demonstrate, in an especially 

poignant way, just how essential the imagination is to the activity of remembrance. After all, the 

hopes and dreams a bereaved parent has imagined for their child can outweigh what they had 

opportunity to experience with them ï so much is left to the imagination. The photographic 

collections depicting those who have led fuller lives can be curated to display multiple preferred 

images, each evoking many episodes beyond those depicted in the photographs. But the 

photographic collections that commemorate the lives of those who died very young often capture 

many mundane activities, as loved ones frantically gather any material they can. Sadly, in the 

case of those who die very young, so many ófirstsô are also last moments. Thus, these few 

memories are also tinged with sadness. There is a greater need to imagine beyond the frame what 

might have been. Through embellishment and renegotiation, these stories can be made fuller. The 

next section looks more towards this imaginative renegotiation through embellishment (e.g., the 

additions of text and of cloth presumably worn by baby Helen, figure 14). 
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Figure 14. Unknown, Helen Maria Spalding, daguerreotype, 1849, Collection of Jack and Beverly Wilgus 
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In Loving Memories 

  ñ[T]o lose another is not to lose oneôs impressions, not all of which are ever  

  conscious. To preserve an attachment is not to make an external other internal, but 

  to keep oneôs impressions alive, as aspects of oneôs self that are both oneself and  

  more than oneself, as a sign of oneôs debt to others.ò116 

Photographic remembrance activity is as much a gesture of love for the deceased as it is one of 

compassion for the bereaved themselves. In the case of the loss of a child, it seems especially 

important that the bereaved continue to evoke the deceased in the present ï because they are still 

with them just as surely as they maintain their identify as parents. Recognizing that the child will 

not return does not mean relinquishing a sense of their lingering presence. Indeed, many bereaved 

individuals report maintaining óinner representationsô of their children as a means of coping with 

the loss of their physical presence.117 Rather than attempting to silence memory, bereavement 

efforts seem best applied to the careful selection, framing, reworking and thereby amplification of 

those traces that remain. 

In research and in practice, bereavement has steadily shifted away from outdated notions of 

óletting goô and ómoving onô towards an acceptance of óholding onô as a means of  ómoving onô 

with life after loss.118 Dorthe Refslund Christensen and Kjetil Sandvik note that within this 

ñcontinuing bonds paradigm, grieving is not time-specific (a period of mourning), but rather a 

mode of being re-occurring with various intensities and durations in the continued life of the 

 
116 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 160. 
117 ñParents consciously work to maintain the inner representation of the child. Several families do this by 

including the picture of the dead child on family portraits made after the childôs death.ò Dennis Klass, ñSolace 

and immortality: Bereaved parents' continuing bond with their children,ò Death Studies 17, no. 4 (1993): 346. 

Van Humbeeck et al noted that ñphotos proved to be powerful tools to build an inner representation of the 

deceased child.ò Van Humbeeck et al, ñThe suffering in silence of older parents whose child died of cancer,ò 

611. 
118 Christensen et al, ñBereaved Parentsô Online Grief Communities,ò 59. 
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bereaved.ò119 Working towards resolving grief implies a kind of impossible resolution, but 

healing need not mean forgetting.120 

Indeed, maintaining relationships to the dead may improve the bereavedôs ability to form and 

maintain healthy relationships with others. As Greg Mogenson notes, ñ[a] heart that grieves, a 

heart that communes with the dead in reverie, is immune to falling in love on the rebound. By 

welcoming the ghosts the bereaved may find themselves to be no longer haunted by them.ò121 

Photographic remembrance activity can help the bereaved to produce an externalized 

representation of this sensation. By selecting and embellishing portraits of their deceased child ï 

or producing/obtaining joint-portraits ï the bereaved can develop and share these memories with 

others. And I believe this externalization is key as it produces a place in which remembrance 

activity can be enacted, visited, shared, or hidden from view. These photographic objects become 

spaces where grief can be enacted and focused, they are something the bereaved can do to 

confront otherwise unmanageable, chaotic feelings. For some grieving parents, these help give 

shape to the sensation of being haunted ï to ñthat moment (of however long duration) when 

things are not in their assigned places.ò 122 As Avery Gordon notes, haunting can be describes as 

the sensation that something can and must be done to address ñdisturbed feelings that wonôt go 

away,ò when ñeasily living one day and then the next becomes impossible,ò and most 

compellingly ñwhen the present seamlessly becoming the future gets entirely jammed up.ò123 For 

the bereaved parent, these photographs can be a means of confronting the enduring awareness of 

an unseen presence, stemming from a painful and irreversible absence. Indeed, parents sometimes 

 
119 Christensen et al, ñBereaved Parentsô Online Grief Communities,ò 59; Dorthe Refslund Christensen, and 

Kjetil Sandvik, ñGrief and everyday life: Bereaved Parents Negotiation of Presence Across Mediaò in Media 
and the Mundane. Communication Across Media in Everyday Life, eds. Sandvik, Anne Mette Thorhauge and 

Bjarki Valtysson, (Gothenburg: Nordicom, 2016), 105ï118. The notion of ócontinuing bondsô was first 

proposed in Dennis Klass, Phyllis R. Silverman, and Steven Nickman. Continuing bonds: New understandings 

of grief (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2014). 
120 Dennis Klass relays this contribution of a bereaved father: ñIf grief is resolved, why do we still feel a sense 

of loss on anniversaries and holidays and even when we least expect it? Why do we feel a lump in the throat 

even 6 years after the loss? It is because healing does not mean forgetting and because moving on with life does 

not mean that we donôt take a part of our lost love with us.ò Klass, ñSolace and immortality,ò Death Studies 17, 

no. 4 (1993):  344 
121 Thus, ñ[w]hen relationships to the dead are maintained it makes it less likely that their images will be 

reincarnated in the form of projections which distort our relationships to other people.ò Greg 

Mogenson, Greeting the Angels: An Imaginal View of the Mourning Process (New York: Routledge, 2017), 20. 
122 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 2. 
123 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 2. 



48 
 

use the metaphor of amputation to describe these feelings. As one father shared with Dennis 

Klass: ñ[it]t is like I lost my right arm but Iôm learning to live as a one-armed man.ò124 And yet 

another writes: 

For the amputee, the raw bleeding stump heals and the physical pain does go away. But 

 he lives with the pain in his heart knowing his limb will not grow back. He has to learn to 

 live without it. He rebuilds his life around his loss. We bereaved parents must do the 

 same.125 

Engaging with the photographic portraits of their lost children offers the bereaved an opportunity 

to care ï to parent ï and maintain memory of their children. Riches and Dawson suggest that 

photographs can ñhelp to write the last chapter,ò enabling ñparents to travel back and forth 

between the pain of the death and fonder memories of the life and personality as a whole.ò126 

Photographs can facilitate the construction of discourses of parenthood assisting the bereaved as 

they ñbuild and rehearse a story of their lives, deaths, and possibilities of what they might have 

been had they lived and grown...ò127 Photographs can help maintain memory of and connection to 

those who are no longer physically present.128 Parental bereavement through photography can 

present the bereaved with an opportunity to magnify and to remember moments shared in the 

short time parent and child were given together. All a bereaved parent imagined for their now lost 

child can far outweigh what they had opportunity to experience with them. But this is no less real 

and worthy of grieving. Nor is the grief suffered by parents of lost adult children, they mourn 

their child just the same.129 Indeed, all these immeasurable losses need to be spoken, to be heard 

ï and perhaps even, to be seen.  

 

 

 
124 Klass, ñSolace and immortality: Bereaved parents' continuing bond with their children,ò 344. See also: 

Dennis Klass, and Samuel J. Marwit, ñToward a model of parental grief,ò Omega-Journal of Death and 
Dying 19, no. 1 (1989). 
125 Klass, ñSolace and immortality,ò 344. This theme is returned to on pages 214-217, below. 
126 Riches and Dawson. ñLost children, living memories,ò 126. 
127 Riches and Dawson. ñLost children, living memories,ò 130. 
128 Stevenson et al. ñUnderstanding how bereaved parents cope with their grief,ò 654. ñThe death of an 

offspring leaves parents with an identity that has internalized the patterns of parenthood but with the object of 

their relationship no longer there.ò Riches and Dawson, ñLost children, living memories,ò 128. 
129 ñItôs still your child. The dearest, the most preciousò (Interview 2, 72-year-old mother and father of a 43-

year-old son with lung cancer). Van Humbeeck et al, ñThe suffering in silence of older parents,ò 607. 
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Chapter Three: Presenting Past 

Showing Loss  

A lovely part of acknowledging the imaginative component of remembrance is embracing our 

ability to effect change. Embellishing the photographic portraits of otherwise inaccessible 

individuals, relationships can feel somehow sustained cross-temporally. Decisions can be made 

about what will be remembered and how this will be achieved. Paying tribute to the deceased, 

this activity can be cathartic for the bereaved while enabling them a means of sharing memories 

with others.   

The following sections consider remembrance photographs that acknowledge and build upon this 

potential fluidity of time. Selecting suitable photographic portraits and then embellishing them, 

the bereaved display efforts to bridge the gap between the present and the moment pictured. In 

this way, likeness ï memory ï of the absent individual is reintegrated into the present. Some 

semblance of the individual is given shape within these photographic objects that can then be 

kept as sites of remembrance activity. Though perhaps evolving from the tradition of joint post or 

pre-mortem portraits (photographs taken with the deceased or ailing individual), obtaining a new 

joint portrait by holding the portrait of an absent individual does not necessarily evoke the same 

final, sad moments. Holding the photo of an absent individual ï in each picture in picture ï the 

bereaved display their grief in a way that acknowledges the absent individual as corporeally 

unavailable in the pictured temporal frame and yet still in the company of those who love them ï 

remembered.130 This type of rephotography ï referred to as picture in picture, photo in photo, or 

simply PIP ï is a popular genre among collectors. In his collection, Doug York also boasts 

several compound PIPs ï even one PIP that contains a PIP that contains a PIP (figure 21).131
 Yet 

another shows siblings posed behind their deceased brother, he holding a photograph (figure 22).   

 
130 Thank you to Beverly Wilgus for introducing me to this term ï óphoto in photo,ô ópicture in pictureô or 

simply óPIPô ï commonly used amongst collectors to describe this type of rephotography. Jack and Beverly 

Wilgus also kindly shared some examples from their personal collection for use in this dissertation. 
131 Though it is unfortunately difficult to see in this reproduction, Doug York describes figure 25 as ña ñfull 

plate holding a photo of a photo that is holding a photo in a photo that is holding a photo in a photo,ò perhaps 

ñthe rarest genre of the of PIP genre.ò Posted by York in the Facebook group, ñThe Daguerreian Society,ò 

November 30, 2020. Thank you to Doug York for sharing this and many other selections from his collection. 

More of his wonderful PIPs are viewable here: Doug York, ñPIPs Photos in Photos,ò Military Images 37, no. 3 

(209) (2019): 62ï65. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26645193. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/26645193
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  Figure 15. Unknown, Woman seated holding full-plate daguerreotype portrait of a man, ca. 1850,  

  daguerreotype. Courtesy of the George Eastman Museum. 
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  Figure 16. Ross and Thomson of Edinburgh,1/9 plate daguerreotype depicting a small girl holding a framed 

  daguerreotype of a man, in a velvet case, 1847 ï 1860, Howarth-Loomes Collection at National Museums Scotland. 
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Figure 17. Unidentified photographer, Sixth-plate ambrotype, Doug York Collection. 

 

 














































































































































































































































































































































































