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Abstract


Many explorers of the late 19th century used camera, a new tool of the modern era, to document places and people faster and more accurately than ever before. So did Finnish, Swedish and Norwegian scientists, who travelled in Karelia, too. Their work has profoundly influenced later visual representations of the area. The way the initial photographers chose their subjects and ignored other topics formed a long-lasting model for photographing Karelia and, to some extent, also for seeing it.


Norwegian J. A. Friis (1867), Finnish A. Berner (1872), Swedish G. Retzius (1873) and Finnish I. K. Inha (1894) were among the best known 19th century photographers working in the Northwest Karelia. They searched for the essence of Karelian people and found it in folk types, rituals and sacred groves. Their images emphasized the culture of peasant communities and raised the poet singer as the archetype of Karelianism. Since then, the same folk types and decaying memorials of the graveyard groves have been repeated in the works of other photographers as well as narrators using other mediums throughout the 20th century.
The early photographers focused on what seemed original and differed from their own living conditions. What seemed worthless or too contemporary in their eyes, they just cropped outside the images. Obviously, they could document nothing but the topics technically feasible and situated along achievable travel routes. They followed the interests of their own, industrialising era. They were driven by romaticism, but also by economic and political purposes. Seemingly innocent, photographs not only documented the culture but also surveyed population, geography, geology, and natural resources.

Initial photographers created so-called master images. They have shaped our collective conceptions of what was important and typical of Karelia. The 19th century photographs construct Karelia as an exotic world of nature and antiquity, more strongly attached to the past than to the future.

