BOOK REVIEWS

LOOKING AT PICTURES: A REVIEW ESSAY
Jill Wade

Faces of British Columbia: Looking at the Past, 1860-1960, by Rosemary
Neering and Joe Thompson. Vancouver/Toronto: Whitecap 1995. 163 pp.
Photos. $24.95 paper.

Flapjacks and Photographs: The Life Story of the Famous Camp Cook and
Photographer Mattie Gunterman, by Henri Robideau. Vancouver: Polestar
1995. 204 pp. Photos, maps. $24.95 paper.

Underlying Vibrations: The Photography and Life of John Vanderpant, by
Sheryl Salloum. Victoria: Horsdal and Schubart, 1995. xi, 96 pp. Photos.

$35.00 paper.

These three new titles mark, perhaps unknowingly, an anniversary of sorts in
the history of photography in British Columbia. In 1976, Christopher Varley
and Fred Douglas mounted a show called Eleven Early British Columbian
Photographers at the Vancouver Art Gallery and raised the historical photo-
graph to the status of an art object.! This small but important exhibition
included some of the prints of the amateur photographer Mattie Gunterman
(1872-1945). That same year Charles C. Hill’s exhibition of the extraordinary
prints of the studio photographer John Vanderpant (1884-1939) came to
Vancouver from the National Gallery of Canada.? Since 1976, the work of
Mattie Gunterman and John Vanderpant and the history of British Columbia’s

! Vancouver Art Gallery, Eleven Early British Columbian Photographers, 1890-1940, an exhibi-
tion organized by Christopher Varley with the help of Fred Douglas, 11 March to 4 April 1976
(Vancouver: The Gallery 1976). Varley is the grandson of Frederick H. Varley, the Group of
Seven artist and John Vanderpant’s friend.

2 Charles C. Hill, John Vanderpant Photographs/Photographies (Ottawa: National Gallery of
Canada 1976). This show followed Hill's momentous exhibition of Depression-era paintings; see
his Canadian Painting in the Thirties (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada 1975).
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PLATE 1. “Pacific Great East-
ern railway station, D’Arcy,”
n.d., is, in the words of
Rosemary Neering and Joe
Thompson, “a marvellous
photograph, clear, well com-
posed, a window on British
Columbia’s past.” Yet it has
little scholarly importance
other than “the general lack
of bustle associated with the
PGE” in the 19105. From
Neering and Thompson,
Faces of British Columbia, 103.
BCARS C-OIIJO

PLATE 2. “Streetcar turned diner,
near Victoria,” n.d., is another
example of an image appreciated
for its own endearing qualities
but having no particular rele-
vance to any research topic.
From Neering and Thompson,
Faces of British Columbia, 160.
BCARS D-07565

photography in general have continued to engage social, cultural, and art
historians, and these recently published titles are the products of that interest.

The critical thought put forth by a diverse group of authors in a special
1981-82 issue of BC Studies has shaped to some extent the way in which
historians of all stripes look at photography.® The consensus, as asserted by the
guest editor, Joan Schwartz of the National Archives of Canada, was that
historians and others should use photographs as primary source material rather
than as simple illustration in scholarly and popular writing. Indeed, the authors
“all share[d] a common respect for the photograph as an historical document.”
In art history, of course, a reproduction of an art object has long been accepted
as a primary source.

Since 1982, historians have continued to use pictures as illustrations, and,
despite the assertions of Schwartz and the other BC Studies contributors, I see

3 Joan M. Schwartz, ed., “The Past in Focus: Photography and British Columbia, 1858-1914,”
BC Studies 52 (Winter 1981/82).
4 Schwartz, “The Past in Focus,” 14-5.
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PLATE 3. "Bella Cook Highway, officia opening, 1955" is another diverting image
from Rosemary Neering's and Joe Thompsons "pictorial romp" through British
Columbia history. They use the photograph to describe rather than to analyze the
developing infrastructure in the W.A.C. Bennett years. From Neering and
Thompson, Facesof British Columbia, 151 BCARS H-04466

no sin in this. Some fascinating plates enhance, for example, Jeremy Mouat's
Roaring Days and R.AJ. McDonald's Making Vancouver.In other instances,
photographs have become visual evidence. Duncan Stacey and Susan Stacey,
Sarjeet Singh Jagpal, and Ken Drushka offer their readers historical photo-
graphs of Steveston, Sikhs, and logging that are virtually as important as are
their narratives, and Paul Yee and Bruce Macdonald intertwine visual material
with text in an innovative fashion in Saltwater City and Vancouver: A Visual
History?

Faces of British Columbia is what Schwartz would term a "pictorial romp
through the province's past,"® and a joyful one at that. While Rosemary
Neering and Joe Thompson do provide apopular history of British Columbia
photography, they have collected, in reality, a "photographic album” of superb
black and white images encountered when rummaging through the historical
photograph collection at the British Columbia Archives and Records Service.
As they say, and as al researchers know, "y°' come across a marvellous
photograph, clear, well composed, awindow on British Columbia's past. But
the photograph has nothing to do with your topic, and you continue the

® Jeremy Mouat, Roaring Days: RosslandsMines and the History of British Columbia (Van-

couver: UBC Press 1995); Robert AJ. McDonald, Making Vancouver: Class, Satusand Social
Boundaries, 1863-1913 (Vancouver: UBC Press 1996); Duncan Stacey and Susan Stacey, Salm-
onopolis: The Seveston Sory (Madeira Park: Harbour Publishing 1994); Sarjeet Singh Jagpal,
Becoming Canadians: Pioneer Skhsin Their Own Words (Madeira Park and Vancouver: Harbour
Publishing 1994); Ken Drushka, Working in the Woods: A History of Logging on the West Coast
(Madeira Park: Harbour Publishing 1992); Paul Yee Saltwater City: An Illustrated History ofthe
Chinese in Vancouver (Vancouver/Toronto/Seattle: Douglas and Mclntyre/University of Wash-
ington Press 1988); and Bruce Macdonald, Vancouver: A Visual History (Vancouver: Talonbooks
1992).
® Schwartz, “The Pagt in Focus," 14.



