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m a r g h e r i t a  n a i m

Photographs and Books  
as Research Objects. Enhancing and 
Expanding the Fotobibliothek of the 
Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz

Abstract

The Library and the Photothek of the Kunsthistorisches Institut in 
Florenz (KHI) are collaborating to enhance and expand their special 
collection of books devoted to the theory and history of photography. 
The KHI Fotobibliothek features literature published from 1840 to the 
present day, selected following an international and transdisciplinary 
approach. The aim is to create a comprehensive and original collection 
that can become a key ‘reference library’, a sort of ‘one-stop shop’ repos-
itory for international studies potentially connected with all the leading 
libraries worldwide.
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A round the middle of the last decade, the Library and the Pho-
tothek of the Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz (KHI) - 
Max-Planck-Institut collaborated to design the so-called Fo-

tobibliothek, namely the Photography Reference Library. The main 
purpose of this project  –1 was to enhance and expand a section of the 
Library dedicated to photography, which was to be complementary to 
the activities of the photo archive. This contributed to establish a re-
search unit on photography allowing users to consult photo-objects as 
well as the reference bibliography. Therefore, the Fotobibliothek aims 
to offer a comprehensive catalogue for photography studies, with an 
international and transdisciplinary approach.

The Fotobibliothek evolves in line with the academic and research 
profile of an Institute for Art History founded in 1897 and belonging 
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to the Max Planck Society since 2002. During the 125 years of its exis-
tence, the KHI Library has developed into one of the most prestigious 
libraries of art history, visited by an international readership, compris-
ing over 300,000 monographs and 50,000 periodicals, plus over 2,500 
licensed e-journals and 100,000 e-books. At the same time, the Photo-
thek became a leading photo archive documenting Italian art and ar-
chitecture with its over 630,000 photographic documents  –2.

Moreover, as a research laboratory, the Photothek plays a signifi-
cant role in the international debate on photo archives. The notions of 
‘photo-object’ and ‘photo-archival ecosystem’ provide the theoretical and 
methodological basis to its commitment to the study and preservation of 
photographic heritage. The importance of photographs as cultural ob-
jects has been emphasized in several projects developed by the Photo-
thek, also in collaboration with other leading international scholars and 
institutions  –3. These studies dismiss the perception that photographs 
are simply objective tools to describe reality, while considering them 
as research objects with an epistemological potential. The material ap-
proach in photography studies results from the fact that photographs 
have proved to be fundamental in meaning-making processes well be-
yond their visual content, since they are both pictures of objects and 
material objects in their own right. Hence, the concept of indexicality, 
which focuses on the referent associated with a photograph, needs to be 
combined with the analysis of the material aspects of the photo-object  –4.

Besides, the photo archive should not be regarded as a neutral and 
passive space, but as an active ecosystem  –5 where several elements co-
exist in a dynamic balance and memory is constantly reshaped. These 
ecosystems grow without hierarchies: the various components do not 
compete, but always work together. In this context, archival practices 
and research activities intertwine, and archivists and users play an ac-
tive role in the interaction with the objects of research, and viceversa. 
For these reasons, “perhaps the question is not only or simply what 
photographs do” in our institutions, “but rather what collectively we 
might achieve for them in the future”  –6.

Enhancing and Expanding the Fotobibliothek
With the aim of providing an ideal ecosystem for research on photog-
raphy, in recent years the KHI began to enhance and expand its spe-
cial collection of books devoted to this field of studies. Consequently, 
the books on photography were taken in particular from Section Y, but 
also from other sections of the KHI Library, and relocated in an ad hoc 
and homogeneous section, physically located near the photo archive, 
now marked with the signature ‘Ya’ (fig. 1). Thus, the Fotobibliothek, 
namely the Photography Reference Library, was developed.

Thanks to special grants from the Max Planck Society, the KHI then 
decided to further expand the Fotobibliothek, not only with new acqui-
sitions, but also through the purchase of two private book collections 
on photography  –7.
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The first one was purchased by the KHI in 2017 from Austrian critic 
and photography historian, Timm Starl, born in Vienna in 1939. The 
Starl Collection features about 5,200 books, mostly in German, pub-
lished since the mid 1850s. The second one was purchased in 2018 
from Italian critic and photography historian, Diego Mormorio, born 
in Caracas, Venezuela, in 1953, from Sicilian parents. The Mormorio 
collection features about 3,400 books, mostly in Italian, published 
since the early 20th century  –8. These two private collections mainly 
feature books on photography, as well as, to a lesser extent, books on 
literature, history, architecture, philosophy, and other topics, which 
are thus placed in their relevant sections of the KHI Library. The acqui-
sition of these two collections aimed at providing the Fotobibliothek 
with a large core collection to be enriched and supplemented by new 
acquisitions.

In addition, in 2022 the KHI received a donation from Lucia Bor-
ghese Bruschi, featuring about 100 books and pamphlets mainly deal-
ing with photographic techniques, previously belonged to the Florence-
born restorer Augusto Vermehren (1888-1978). These books used to 
be kept in temporary storage at the Opificio delle Pietre Dure (OPD) in 
Florence which, in agreement with Borghese Bruschi, decided to move 
them to the KHI  –9.

Currently, over 9,000 books are available for consultation in the Fo-
tobibliothek, but this number is constantly growing due to new acqui-
sitions, and because part of the items belonging to private collections 
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are still being catalogued  –10. The Fotobibliothek thus comprises dif-
ferent types of publications providing a comprehensive catalogue on 
the theory and history of photography and of photo archives. It con-
sists of international and interdisciplinary literature published from 
the second quarter of the 19th century until today, mainly in English, 
German, Italian, French and, to a lesser extent, in other European and 
non-European languages.

For historical reasons, Europe and the USA are the most represent-
ed regions. However, KHI’s aim is to further extend the collection, also 
geographically, to books on photography from all over the world. For 
example, we have recently purchased several new books on the history 
and theory of photography in Africa, Asia, South America and Oceania. 
Moreover, not only recent titles are available for consultation, but also 
rare and highly valuable 19th century books, and even photography 
incunabula (fig. 2a-b).

The core of the collection consists of scientific writings on photog-
raphy  –11 as well as conference proceedings. This constantly updated 
section is key for scholars because it keeps abreast with research prog-
ress in this field.

Just like the entire KHI Library, almost all Section Ya holdings are 
on open shelves. Conversely, rare books, incunabula and publications 
with special formats or conservation conditions are kept in climate-
controlled cabinets and rooms. They can be consulted upon request 
and only under the supervision of librarians. Journals on photography 
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are kept in the Section B of the KHI Library, which is dedicated to pe-
riodicals in general.

The KHI offers scholars the opportunity to consult an extensive se-
lection of documents and a constantly updated bibliography. It does 
so in an interlocutory manner, through open-shelf consultation, user-
friendly software, and direct communication with librarians and sci-
entific staff. We give information to our readers to better understand 
Fotobibliothek’s classification and we guide them through the shelves.

The rationale for the organization of the Fotobibliothek is to system-
atically structure bibliography for research in the field of photography. 
Quite fittingly for a research library, this bibliography should include a 
wide variety of books for the historical and critical study of photography. 
I am referring here to dictionaries, monographs, essays, and a number 
of other types of publications that we will see in greater detail below.

This arrangement of the Fotobibliothek was also driven by the aim 
to offer a large and different selection of books from: the library of a 
museum on photography, where the collection might be based rather 
on rare and valuable books, to be preserved and exhibited; the library of 
a contemporary art centre, where the collection might be based in par-
ticular on a broad selection of photobooks in the narrow sense; a univer-
sity library, where priority will most likely be given to the acquisition of 
encyclopedias, dictionaries, historical manuals, and scientific literature.

Given the size, complexity and growth prospects of the Fotobib-
liothek, it became necessary to classify the books according to their 
specific characteristics. A working group was charged with the task of 
finding ways to simplify the use of such a typologically heterogeneous 
collection. Therefore, the section on photography has subsections, 
identified by specific numbering for easier retrieval of the books, orga-
nized as follows  –12:

Book Series

Dictionaries and Encyclopedias
In addition to dictionaries and encyclopedias, this subsection in-
cludes biographic, bibliographic, and photographic repertoires, 
which analytically and systematically collect sources for research.

Manuals on the History of Photography
This subsection is divided into ‘general history’ and ‘specific history’, 
the latter organized in a topographical order.

Materials
This subsection includes iconographic publications highly valuable 
for research. They may contain essay-like or historiographical texts, 
but with a clear prevalence of pictures over written text. These ‘Mate-
rials’ are arranged topographically according to the country featured 
in the book.
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Facsimiles of Photographic Albums
This subsection features facsimile books that do not carry any origi-
nal photographs. Conversely, photographic albums proper are kept 
and catalogued in the Photothek, according to scientific criteria con-
cerning the photo-object rather than the book-object.

Practical Manuals
This subsection is divided into: 1. How-To – Manuals Proper: manu-
als on photographic techniques from 1839 until today, hence from 
daguerreotype to digital techniques. They are manuals on taking and 
printing photographs, as well as on photographic retouching and 
other post-production techniques, for both amateur and professional 
photographers. Today, these manuals are a fundamental source of 
information for historians, critics, restorers, and photographers; 2. 
Manuals on Photograph Conservation and Restoration; 3. Manuals 
on Copyright Issues.

Anthologies
This subsection includes collections of pre-existing textual sources, 
i.e. essays and articles.

Essays
This subsection is divided into: 1. Essays written by 1-3 authors, 
which also include biographies and self-biographies on/by photog-
raphers; 2. Essays written by more than 3 authors, including confer-
ence proceedings.

Monographs and Monographic Exhibition Catalogues
This subsection includes books by/about a single photographer 
where images clearly prevail over the written text  –13. Consequent-
ly, monographic exhibition catalogues are those by/on one single 
photographer. This section also comprises all the books dedicated 
to photographic studios and agencies – e.g. Alinari, Magnum, Ost-
kreuz.

Photographers’ Miscellany
This subsection includes books by/on more than one photographer.

Books on Photographic Books
This subsection includes books that list and describe photographic 
books – e.g. by type, country, author or by their textual, iconographic, 
or graphic contents.

Photo Archives and their Management
This subsection includes books on the history and theories of photo 
archives and their management issues.
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Catalogues and Inventories
This subsection includes: 1. Sales catalogues and inventories of 
photographic companies and studios. They are catalogues proper, 
namely books listing the photographs produced by a specific studio; 
2. Photographic catalogues of auction houses; 3. Photographic cata-
logues of institutions like museums, galleries, archives, public and 
private collections.

Collective Exhibition Catalogues
This subsection includes exhibition catalogues on the work by/on 
more than one photographer.

Rare and Highly Valuable Books
Rare and antique books, photography incunabula, oversized/under-
sized and very fragile books.

Another important collection of the Fotobibliothek features more 
than 400 sales catalogues published by photographic studios or individ-
ual photographers, the oldest dating back to 1865. These catalogues are 
repertoires proper for both researchers and archivists, and an essential 
tool for their work. They often feature a topographical subdivision and 
contain lists of photographs with historical subjects and inventory num-
bers. Therefore, these catalogues are essential sources for determining 
the terminus ante quem a photograph was taken or for collecting other 
information, if the photographs have incomplete captions  –14.

In addition, researchers have the possibility to leave their com-
ments on the books they consult by filling in ‘Notes’, which are then 
attached to the books (fig. 3). Also, a red dot is drawn on the book 
label to signal these ‘Notes’ that become valuable reading suggestions 
to future readers.

One more possibility for researchers is to submit their desiderata 
to the Fotobibliothek. Proposals can be made by those who come to the 
library in person as well as remotely. These requests are then vetted by 
the specialist staff; if deemed appropriate and if the books are available 
on the market, the requested books will be purchased.

Photographs and Books as Research Objects
As already mentioned, photographs are research objects dense with 
information and meaning. As such, they can be used in different con-
texts and disciplines and can become the subject of a book, or its focus 
of investigation. In this view, and in order to do extensive research on 
photography, it would be helpful to consult photo-objects, and, at the 
same time, a wide variety of books and journals on this subject.

Photographs can be published in books as photomechanical re-
productions, but they can also retain their features as a discreet docu-
ment, as is the case of photography incunabula. In these books, pub-
lished after the release of the photographic process in 1839 and before 



195ricerche in corso · n. 13, 2022 · rivista di studi di fotografia rsf

photomechanical illustrations became the new standard, original 
photographs were mounted on the printed page. A notable example 
is the multivolume treatise The Pencil of Nature (1844-1846) by Wil-
liam Henry Fox Talbot. These incunabula are the oldest photographic 
books and primary sources for research  –15.

A case in point, which over the last decade has inspired several pub-
lications, is represented by photobooks, so much so that it has led to 
the “photobook phenomenon”  –16. The need for more in-depth stud-
ies on this type of materials was already emphasized by Martin Parr 
and Gerry Badger in their history of photobooks (2004), in which they 
highlighted that although photography had been circulating in books 
since its origins, historical and critical literature on this genre was not 
particularly abundant:

—
The story told here embraces the aesthetics and the technical, the 
art and the mass medium, yet it has hardly been considered by his-
torians  –17.
—

Few years later, a similar point was made by Christoph Schaden 
in his article The Photobook. Comments on a Medium that has been 
largely ignored by Photo-Historical Research  –18. Several significant 
contributions were made later on this subject  –19. However, compared 
to the thousands of photobooks that are constantly being published, 
they have never been very numerous.
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Parr and Badger also offer an important definition of the term “pho-
tobook”, pointing out that its use in the literature is fairly ambiguous. 
On the one hand, this term has been employed in a generic manner to 
indicate a book whose content is mostly represented and expressed by 
photographic images rather than a written text. On the other, the same 
word may be used to refer to a strongly authorial work, a sort of ‘artist 
book’, self-published at times, in which the photographer assumes a 
role similar to a film director or producer  –20. In this case a photobook 
– just like a painting, a play, a movie or a fine art photograph – can 
be considered like “an autonomous art form”  –21. The importance of 
research on this subject is also dictated by the fact that

—
Unlike exhibitions – or indeed mass-media journals – which literally 
come and go, photographic monographs are always around, conve-
nient and portable expressions of a photographer’s work that have the 
potential for rediscovery and republication at any time, anywhere  –22.
—

Initiatives designed to enhance photobooks are ever more numer-
ous. There are art book fairs and photography festivals where they are 
awarded and exhibited, as well as festivals fully dedicated to them. The 
PhotoBookMuseum – the first museum exclusively devoted to photo-
books – was opened in Köln in 2014. A further interesting initiative 
is called How We See: Photobooks by Women, featuring a ‘traveling’ 
reading room, held in different libraries around the world since 2018 
and focusing on historically significant and unappreciated photobooks 
by women  –23.

However, because of its broad and nuanced case history, more in-
depth analysis could be performed in order to identify characteristics 
of the photobook proper. In this case, it is the book, and each single 
part of it, that must be considered. For instance, the photobook will be 
assessed not only for its iconographic and textual features, but also for 
the production chain that characterizes it – ‘photographer-director’, 
publisher, editor, graphic designer – and, last but not least, for its ma-
terial aspects as a ‘book-object’.

Similarly to the observations on the ‘material turn’ in photography, 
even the book should be considered as an object with its own peculiari-
ties. As a matter of fact, the project behind the publication of a book is 
often, and not only in the case of photobooks, the result of specific au-
thorial choices, in every single detail. I refer to the expressive qualities 
of book design, format, paper, binding, covers, annexes.

The relations between photographic images and text or, even bet-
ter, between images and “the different forms of paratextual – prefaces, 
introductions, title page, etc. – and paravisual – captions and explica-
tive texts”  –24 need further investigations.

Also, just like photographs held in an archive, books too acquire 
marks and material evidence from library practices. Namely, they 
can get labels, inscriptions, stamps, signs of wear. Therefore, just like 
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photographs, books can also be considered objects of research, requir-
ing ever new readings and re-readings.

Despite the growing presence of photography in research and in-
stitutions, no international map of the most important collections of 
books on photography has yet been drawn. Moreover, associations of 
libraries specially dealing with photography are uncommon  –25. This 
could be due to the fact that books on photography, which are generally 
available in greater numbers in art history libraries, are not necessar-
ily kept in specific sections, but are sparsely arranged on shelves next 
to art books. In other cases, they may be in discreet or easily identifi-
able sections – e.g. the Dewey Classification, adopted internationally 
by many libraries, requires books on photography to be placed within 
a specific number range – or in homogeneous collections – e.g. as a 
result of donations and bequests. And yet, this does not necessarily 
coincide with an increased focus on this genre of books.

To conclude, well-organized and homogeneous collections of books 
on photography complementing photo archives are ideal ecosystems 
for research. In this regard, I would like to mention a publication on 
The Richard and Ronay Menschel Library, the internationally re-
nowned research collection of books and periodicals on photography 
and moving images at the George Eastman House, in Rochester. En-
titled Imagining Paradise, the book draws its title from Jorge Luis 
Borges’ words: “I have always imagined that Paradise will be a kind of 
library”  –26. I believe that, beyond this literary and somewhat playful 
reference, it is important not only to imagine, but whenever possible 
to arrange ideal settings for research, with a constant effort to expand 
collections, update librarians, and constantly improve the availability 
and efficiency of spaces and services.

It is hoped that the Fotobibliothek will be considered one such ide-
al place for research on photography, but there are quite a few institu-
tions worldwide that hold extremely significant book repositories on 
this topic. As part of the ‘Project Fotobibliothek’, we are currently ex-
changing information with some of them on the composition of their 
collections as well as on strategies for progressive enhancement and 
expansion. In particular, apart from constant relations with Kubikat 
member libraries, we are in contact with several colleagues working 
in North American, European and Western Asian libraries holding 
significant collections of books on photography. We look forward to 
further expanding this current informal network to other countries 
as well.

For instance, it would be interesting to establish a connection with 
the largest library on African photography recently opened in Accra, 
Ghana, which confirms even more the growing relevance of the ‘pho-
tobook phenomenon’. This library was founded by the photographer 
and film-maker Paul Ninson, who built up a highly diverse and com-
prehensive collection of African photobooks that today boasts more 
than 30,000 items  –27.
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My belief is that – quoting a recent article by Isotta Poggi and Spy-
ros Koulouris – No Library is an Island  –28, so more and more bridges 
could be built to connect us  –29. It might seem a utopian project, but, 
as a dear friend suggested to me, quoting in turn Daniel Birnbaum’s 
words, “Those who seriously consider utopia impossible should not at-
tempt to make it real”  –30.
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