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Museum, Stuttgart
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Missionary photographs, their subjects and their objects

Between the 1880s and 1914, the photographic studio of the Catholic Monastery and
Mission Mariannhill near Pinetown in what is now KwaZulu-Natal circulated a variety of
photographic images targeting religious, as well as ethnographically oriented, audiences.
The photographs were taken mainly in the vicinity of Mariannhill’s outstations in Natal
and Griqualand East, with a few from Rhodesia and German East Africa. While some
people were framed as exotic, ‘traditional’ and ‘ethnographic’, others were presented as
evidence of the success of the ‘civilising mission’ in the form of dressed and productive
African people in a European style.

Some white South Africans viewed Mariannhill Monastery as an equally exotic ‘medi-
eval monastic settlement’ and, from its foundation, it was a well-known tourist desti-
nation, attracting local journalists and overseas visitors, including German aristocracy
and personalities such as Mohandas Gandhi, Mark Twain and Rider Haggard.> As the
essay in this volume by André Croucamp on the publications of the Natal Government
Railways shows, this led to a continuous output of photographs into local media.’ A
local and international clientele thus made demands on the photographic production at
Mariannhill, but also provided pre-existing examples.#

In this essay I discuss the photographic production at Mariannhill itself, but also the
negotiations and related dynamics between missionaries in South Africa and European
audiences. I argue that this discourse eventually led to a change in imagery, from portraits

1 This essay s part of a chapter of my doctoral thesis on the production, dissemination and ongoing appropriation of photo-
graphic images from the Mariannhill Mission. An earlier version was presented at the History Seminar of the University of the
Western Cape and at a workshop organised for this publication. | would like to thank all participants, especially Nessa Leibham-
mer, Carolyn Hamilton, Patricia Hayes and Andrew Bank for their ongoing generosity in sharing comments and ideas. I would
also like to thank Annie Goodner, Sophie Feyder, Steffen Dsll and especially Patricia Spyer and Peter Pels for their critical reading
of earlier drafts. Any responsibility for shortcomings rests with me. All translations from German sources are my own. Photo-
graphs are reproduced by kind permission of Father Ivo Burkhardt, CMM, archivist of the Congregation of the Missionaries of
Mariannhill

2 Forexample, S.W. Powell, Durban: The Sea Port of the Garden Colony of South Africa, Durban: P. Davis, 1899.
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