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SYNOPSIS 

Dr John Adamson (1809-1870) of St Andrews was amongst the earliest 

practitioners of photography in Scotland. Through his participation in the Literary and 

Philosophical Society, Adamson was introduced to the medium by Sir David Brewster 

(1781-1868), then a Principal at the University of St Andrews. Brewster’s friendship 

with William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877), inventor of the paper negative/positive 

calotype process, enabled privileged access to the technical details of the “new art,” 

and motivated a small group, including Adamson, Brewster, and Hugh Lyon Playfair 

(1786-1861), to master the technology through collaborative experimentation in the 

early 1840s.  

Adamson developed a passion for photographic portraiture that would last for 

almost thirty years and follow the technological progression of the medium from 

paper to glass negatives. The socio-cultural impact of modernity on St Andrews was 

particularly rapid; photography was both a manifestation of that change, and also one 

of its tools. This study considers Adamson’s portraits in this context of a society in 

flux, and contemplates the ways in which his photographs embody the inconstancy of 

their time.  

The analytical apparatus employed throughout this inquiry is drawn from 

Walter Benjamin’s 1931 essay “Little History of Photography.” Benjamin privileges 

the first decade of photography as the pinnacle of the medium, due to the congruence 

he discerns between subject, technique and ideology. The visual expression of this 

congruence is aura, which functions as a central element of early portraiture. With the 

industrialisation of photography, Benjamin marks a decline in congruence that is 

paralleled in the destruction of aura in photography, the effects of which are 

perceptible in Adamson’s later portraiture. Utilising social and technological 

circumstances as a frame of reference reveals new connections between Adamson’s 

passion for photography, his mediation with modernity as a member of the 

bourgeoisie, and the impact of both factors on the visual characteristics of his 

photographs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The time was ripe for the invention, and was sensed by more than one –by men who 
strove independently for the same objective: to capture the images in the camera 
obscura. 

Walter Benjamin, Little History of Photography 
 

Traditional art-historical narratives of the history of photography have 

frequently structured their accounts around the notion of the genius of its two 

“inventors”: William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) and Louis-Jacques Mandé 

Daguerre (1787-1851).1 In contrast, post-modern interpretations are obliged to 

consider the socio-economic, cultural, and political circumstances surrounding the 

emergence of the “new art.”2 In this sense, Benjamin was far ahead of his time in 

1931 when he wrote, “the time was ripe for the invention” of photography.3 He is 

suggesting both a technological and a cultural inclination towards photography during 

that epoch of the early to mid-nineteenth century. Amongst those who ventured to 

progress the new technology beyond its initial limitations was a group of early 

practitioners in the Scottish town of St Andrews. Under the direction of Sir David 

Brewster (1781-1868), the Principal of the United College of the University of St 

Andrews, the primary members of this group included Sir Hugh Lyon Playfair (1786-

1861), Provost of the town from 1842-1861, and Dr John Adamson (1809-1870), a 

local doctor. In their attempts to advance and master Talbot’s calotype process, the 

collaboration of these men resulted in a significant collection of some of the earliest 

                                                 
1 For example, Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 
1982). 
2 For example, Steve Edwards, The Making of English Photography: Allegories (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006). Edwards also reminds us that in the nineteenth century, 
“the word ‘art,’… referred to the skilled trades and not merely to ‘Fine Art.’” It is in this context that I 
utilise the term throughout this paper. Edwards, “‘Fairy Pictures’ and ‘Fairy Fingers’: the Photographic 
Imagination and the Subsumption of Skill,” in Edwards, The Making of English Photography, 23-66. 
3 Reproduced in The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility and Other Writings on 
Media, ed. Michael W. Jennings, Brigid Doherty, and Thomas Y. Levin, trans. Edmund Jephcott and 
Kingsley Shorter (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2008), 274-98.  
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paper-based photography in Britain. Furthermore, this marked the beginning of John 

Adamson’s passion for the medium, which endured from the time of the group’s 

earliest experiments (ostensibly as early as 1839)4 until his death in 1870. 

The primary concern of this paper is John Adamson’s portrait photography, 

examined in the context of his interaction with the shifting landscape of his local 

community in the midst of its modernisation. St Andrews had long been known as the 

home of the oldest university in Scotland, and for its role as the pre-Reformation 

centre of Christianity. By the early 1800s, however, the town was in peril of 

succumbing to its antiquarian origins. This predicament was precluded in no small 

measure by the town’s rapid confrontation with the transformative manifestations of 

modernity, including new technologies and a shifting bourgeois class structure. The 

bourgeois class, whose members included the early photographic experimenters, and 

their peers, who frequented such social circles as the Literary and Philosophical 

Society, ushered these changes in. Photography was one of the mechanisms of 

modernity that reshaped the country, and from which St Andrews emerges as a town 

that manifested the contradictions that this shift engendered. Although Adamson’s 

photographs rarely display the literal visual depiction of these changes, his portraits of 

the people implicated in these processes reveal much about the photographer and the 

context in which he evolved with his art.  

The existing scholarship of John Adamson is primarily attributable to Alison 

Morrison-Low, who has approached his work from a technological and empirical 

standpoint; and Graham Smith, who has explored the photographer in context of the 

                                                 
4 In a letter to Talbot in 1839, Brewster makes mention of “my friends here [in St Andrews] who have 
felt a deep interest in the new art.” Brewster to Talbot, 12 February 1839, National Media Museum, 
Bradford. Accessed via: Larry Schaaf, ed., The Correspondence of William Henry Fox Talbot 
(Glasgow/Leicester: University of Glasgow/De Montfort University), 3804. Available at 
http://foxtalbot.dmu.ac.uk/index.html. 
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early St Andrews practitioners. Together, their work provides an excellent base from 

which to venture forth on a comprehensive social-historical exploration of Adamson’s 

life and work. The notion of photography-as-art was in its most embryonic stages 

during the course of Adamson’s practice, and a definitive examination of his 

photography stands outside of traditional art-historical analysis, relying instead on the 

relationships between Adamson as practitioner, the technology he used, and the social 

and photographic communities of which he was a member. Over the course of his 

thirty years of practice, all three of these factors were in continual flux, and the arc of 

his photographic oeuvre can only be interpreted through their consideration.  

The analytical apparatus for such an investigation into early photography is 

proposed by Walter Benjamin in his essay “Little History of Photography,” published 

in 1931. In the first decade of photography, Benjamin discerns an “exact congruence” 

between “subject and technique,”5 by which he is referring to the relationship between 

the photographer, subject, technology, and their socio-cultural context. Esther Leslie 

clarifies this concept by retaining Benjamin’s original term Technik, as opposed to its 

English translation of ‘technique’: “Technik intimates a sense of both technology and 

technique… [and] covers social and political relations, as well as the empirical fact of 

machinery.”6 The visual expression of “congruence” is Benjamin’s concept of aura, a 

complex notion that I will grapple with in Chapter I, but that is best put simply as the 

visible manifestation of equilibrium between the potential of photographic technology 

and the aspirations of the bourgeois class that employed it. Once again, Leslie renders 

this idea concisely: “Benjamin draws out early photography as scientific, 

experimental and utopian in its breadth, and infers these as characteristic of the 

                                                 
5 Benjamin, “Little History,” 283. 
6 Esther Leslie, preface to Walter Benjamin: Overpowering Conformism (London: Pluto Press, 2000), 
xii. 
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relationship between the mid-nineteenth-century bourgeoisie and its world.”7 The first 

decade of photography was Benjamin’s favoured period, but it was short-lived, for 

with photography’s industrialisation he marks the beginnings of its decline, as that 

“exact congruence” was usurped to the powerful influence of capitalist modernity.8 

The inherent connection between Adamson’s preferred genre of portraiture and aura 

opens up his photographic practice to Benjaminian analysis.  

Despite its profound engagement with early photography, I do not intend “Little 

History” to be the structural framework within which John Adamson’s photography 

must be conformed. Instead, this study utilises Benjamin’s ideas as an effective 

analytical “toolbox,” from which I borrow liberally in order to interpret Adamson’s 

photographs in different periods of his practice. In Chapter I, I explore the early stages 

of Adamson’s photography during the collaborative period when he and the other St 

Andrews pioneers were experimenting with Talbot’s calotype process (roughly from 

1840-1850), while they were simultaneously mediating the terms of modernity in St 

Andrews. Chapter II serves as an interlude in order to examine David Brewster’s 

writings on photography in the 1840s, amongst the earliest to propose a discursive 

theory around the new medium. Brewster’s photographic ideology corresponds with 

contemporaneous aspirations for bourgeois knowledge and ambitions that were shared 

with his peers, thus offering insight into John Adamson’s personal perspective. 

Finally, Chapter III delves into Adamson’s engagement with photography in the post-

calotype era (beginning around 1850), when the primacy of the wet-collodion 

negative process represented a shift in technology (or Technik) that was itself 

emblematic of a broader disjuncture beginning to surface in the bourgeois 

                                                 
7 Esther Leslie, “Benjamin’s Objectives,” in Overpowering Conformism, 49-50. 
8 Benjamin, “Little History,” 274. 
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intervention of modernity. This is John Adamson’s photography in Benjamin’s era of 

decline, by which it is affected, but to which it is never wholly sacrificed. 

One of the obstacles in undertaking an exploration of John Adamson’s 

photographs is the complicated question of attribution. The very collaboration that 

marks the early era of his photography often makes precise attribution difficult. Props, 

“studios” (such as they were), and subjects were frequently shared between 

practitioners and differentiating between operators is often possible only as a matter 

of conjecture. This is further complicated by Adamson’s role as instructor to his 

brother Robert, to whom John taught the art around 1842, and with whom he 

frequently photographed.9 Later in the decade, Adamson would repeat his role as 

mentor to Thomas Rodger, with similar consequences to attribution.10 Nevertheless, 

this complication is not as inauspicious as it may at first appear: in removing 

Adamson from a traditional art-historical framework, and in privileging the 

environment of collaboration that brought these images into existence, the matter of 

faultless attribution proves to be more of an annoyance than an analytical obstruction.  

This study of John Adamson relies on the understanding that he was from a 

certain echelon of society – a member of the ascendant bourgeoisie in the era of 

modernity. The meagre details of his youth point in the direction of middle-class 

privilege and monetary comfort, much as his later associations (for example, with the 

Literary and Philosophical Society) would confirm. He was the eldest of ten children 

born to Rachel Melville and Alexander Adamson at Burnside, a farm approximately 

                                                 
9 Robert would go on to form an extremely successful photographic partnership with David Octavius 
Hill in 1843, cut short by Robert’s untimely death in 1848. For a discussion of John’s and Robert’s 
relationship, see Alison Morrison-Low, “Brewster, Talbot and the Adamsons: The Arrival of 
Photography in St Andrews,” History of Photography 25, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 130-41. 
10 Rodger opened the first commercial studio in St Andrews in 1849. See Alison Morrison-Low, “Dr 
John Adamson and Thomas Rodger: Amateur and Professional Photography in Nineteenth-century St 
Andrews,” in Photography, 1900: The Edinburgh Symposium, eds. Julie Lawson, Ray McKenzie and 
Alison Morrison-Low, 19-37 (Edinburgh: National Museums of Scotland, 1992). 
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five miles east of St Andrews. It appears that Alexander was a tenant farmer of some 

wealth, who, at the time of his death in 1841, was in possession of lands at North 

Priory, as well as over £1,100 in assets.11 The family certainly had the means to 

educate John at St Andrews and later in Edinburgh, where he studied medicine and 

became a licentiate of the Royal College of Surgeons in 1829.12 The intervening years 

of Adamson’s life between receiving his medical diploma and returning to St 

Andrews as a doctor in 1835 pose something of a mystery: one of his obituaries 

mentions time spent as a ship’s surgeon on the China seas,13 while Adamson himself 

references the “remarkably severe” winter that he spent in Paris in 1830.14 This 

preliminary sketch of the man encompasses most of what little we know of 

Adamson’s early years, and sets up the circumstances of his return to St Andrews in 

1835.  

                                                 
11 Alexander Adamson, will dated July 28, 1826, proved September 30, 1844, SC20/50/15, Cupar 
Sheriff Court, Cupar, Fife. 
12 Alison Morrison-Low, “Dr John and Robert Adamson: An Early Partnership in Scottish 
Photography,” The Photographic Collector 4, no. 2 (Autumn 1983): 201.  
13 Obituary of Dr John Adamson, Edinburgh Medical Journal 16, (1870-1): 286-8. 
14 Minutes of the Literary and Philosophical Society (vol. 1, 1838-1861), 4 February 1860, University 
of St Andrews Library Muniments (hereafter cited as Minutes, LPS). 
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CHAPTER I  

ST ANDREWS IN THE FORMATIVE ERA OF PHOTOGRAPHY 

A Town of Antiquity and Modernity 

On the whole, it is the best Pompeii in Scotland. 

Lord Henry Cockburn, Circuit Journeys 

 
The early nineteenth century was a period of profound transformation in Britain. 

The Industrial Revolution and the ascendancy of capitalist modernity resulted in 

socio-cultural, political, and financial upheaval that fundamentally altered both rural 

and urban communities. This change was perhaps felt most keenly in Scotland. 

Drastic alterations to Scottish society were occurring as a result of the 

industrialisation of farming and artisanal trades, resulting in an influx of impoverished 

people in urban slums, and the rapid growth of new industrial towns in traditionally 

agricultural areas.1 The moderately sized town of St Andrews proved to be somewhat 

of an anomaly amidst this landscape: neither a large urban centre nor an 

industrial/agricultural town, it was notable as the home of Scotland’s oldest university 

(established between 1411-1413), and as the centre of pre-Reformation Christianity. 

Many of its citizens were men retired from the employ of the Queen or the East India 

Company,2 and, as it lacked any primary industry – save fishing – as would employ 

the working classes, the interests of the town were predisposed towards middle-class 

and academic concerns. It is due to these circumstances that the repercussions of 

capitalist modernity are inscribed so distinctly in the town’s history through the mid-

nineteenth century, and perhaps nowhere more clearly than in its connection with the 

                                                 
1 T.C. Smout, “Scotland in the 1830s and 1840s,” in A Century of the Scottish People, 1830-1950 
(London: Fontana, 1987), 7-31. 
2 Charles Jobson Lyon, The History of St Andrews, Ancient and Modern (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
Printing and Publishing Co., 1838), 222. 
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new art of photography in the 1840s. St Andrews was a town wavering between the 

remnants of its hallowed past and the surge towards modernisation.  

It was to this milieu that John Adamson (plate 1.1) returned to set up his 

medical practice in 1835. He was the youngest surgeon amongst at least six 

established doctors with busy practices in St Andrews.3 It was plausibly as a direct 

consequence of the early years of his practice that Adamson cultivated a life-long 

interest in sanitation reform and mortality rates, when, lacking a full roster of paying 

patients, he “truly may have said to have worked gratuitously for the public.”4 His 

concern for the well being of the working classes of the town is indicative of broader 

public and political concerns for public health reform in Britain at the time, impelled 

by the negative side-effects of modernisation. While contemporaneous accounts of St 

Andrews often lingered on a romanticised notion of decay, public health was typically 

placed outside the purview of bourgeois concerns. One such example is James 

Grierson’s Saint Andrews as it Was and as it Is, a highly popular account first 

published in 1808 and “revised and improved” in 1823 and 1837.5 Focusing heavily 

on St Andrews’s antiquarian and religious background, Grierson’s text implies a 

cultural diminution of the town that is not recoupable by modernity. Lamenting the 

loss of its significant position as the centre of Christianity in Scotland following the 

Reformation, Grierson compares St Andrews to Virgil’s Ardea: “A place renowned in 

days of yore/ But now her perished glory is no more.”6 This was not merely a fit of 

poetic melancholy, but an entrenched and widely understood cultural perception. 

“There is no place in this country over which the Genius of Antiquity lingers so 

                                                 
3 Bruce Pert, “John Adamson 1810-1870 and Early Photography at St Andrews” (MPhil diss., 
University of St Andrews, 1994), 35. 
4 Obituary, Edinburgh Medical Journal, 286. 
5 James Grierson, Saint Andrews as it Was and as it Is, 3rd ed. (Cupar: G.S. Tullis, 1838). 
6 Ibid., 78-9. 
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impressively,” wrote Lord Cockburn of his visit to the town in 1844, describing the 

“architectural wrecks that have been spared” as “the ruins of ruins.” Cockburn 

discerns the mark of antiquity in civic and collegial activities as well, and notes that 

any man who deigned to visit on business matters “would die of lethargy the first 

week.”7  

A far more optimistic account of the town, with a pronounced predilection 

towards the benefits of modernisation, is found in Charles Roger’s History of St 

Andrews, published in 1849.8 While his text clearly borrows heavily from Grierson in 

its format and content, it is distinguished by Roger’s undisguised enthusiasm for the 

improvements made to the town under the guardianship of the Provost (and 

Adamson’s co-experimentalist in early photography), Sir Hugh Lyon Playfair (plate 

2.1). Roger marks Playfair’s election to the town council in 1842 as the beginning of a 

“golden age… for the ancient but long neglected metropolis,” and devotes a chapter to 

praising Playfair’s betterment of the town.9 The improvements are rooted in 

modernisation through such measures as the addition of foot pavements and macadam 

to the streets, the regular removal of accumulated “heaps of filth” on North Street, the 

addition of promenades and benches, and the addition of a club house for the Union 

Club golfers. Although Roger stresses that Playfair’s improvements “have been 

carried out with the utmost regard to the preservation… of the ancient architectural 

ruins,” he is unequivocal regarding the benefits of such measures as the complete 

renovation of the West Port gate (a “dingy… neglected ruin”), and the destruction of 

the medieval Town Hall, “situated in the middle of the street, being long felt as an 

                                                 
7 Henry Cockburn, Circuit Journeys (Edinburgh: David Douglas, 1888), 229-31. 
8 Charles Roger, History of St Andrews, with a Full Account of the Recent Improvements in the City 
(Edinburgh: Adam & Charles Black, 1849). 
9 Ibid., 163-175. 
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obstruction, and regarded as a deformity.”10 Roger’s enthusiasm for modernisation is 

thus balanced with a reverence for antiquity, but is never subordinate to it. 

Standing in contrast to all of these portrayals of the town is John Adamson’s 

1841 “Report on the Sanitary Conditions and General Economy of the Labouring 

Classes in the City of St Andrews.”11 Physicians who treated the poor often wrote 

accounts that emphasised the role of slum conditions in the outbreak of contagious 

diseases, and they provided key evidence towards the necessity of widespread social 

policy reform in Scotland.12 This report provides insight into Adamson’s perspective 

on St Andrews and his conception of its class structure. He emphasises the favourable 

geographical conditions of the town, but notes deficiencies in infrastructure, 

particularly sewerage and street cleaning, that degrade the health of its inhabitants.13 

As regards the labouring classes, Adamson admits: “It is difficult to define very 

strictly… [their] number… as distinguished from the other classes.” His solution to 

this dilemma is both empirical and subjective, encompassing those people found at 

the lowest rungs of a hierarchy of tenement rents, as well as those who inhabit the 

“suburb of Argyle.”14 This section of “several lanes at the west end of South-street, 

and the east end of North-street,” was primarily occupied by fisher folk, and it is their 

moral economy that Adamson identifies as the biggest hindrance to their physical and 

social well-being. The habits of the fishermen render North Street “highly offensive” 

and the state of their homes “would be insufferable by any other class of 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 165-7. 
11 Reprinted in Edwin Chadwick, The Chadwick Inquiry on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring 
Population (Shannon: Irish University Press, 1971), 279-98. Further page references are to the original 
edition.  
12 Stewart J. Brown, Thomas Chalmers and the Godly Commonwealth in Scotland (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1982), 289. 
13 Adamson, “Sanitary Conditions,” 270-2. 
14 Ibid., 271-4. 
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inhabitants.”15 Crucially, however, Adamson believes “the apparent causes of their 

present state… to be in a great degree physical,” and identifies pragmatic and secular 

– as opposed to solely religious – solutions as key to the improvement of their 

physical well-being and their “moral reformation.”16 He calls for the establishment of 

a fish-market, both to supply a location other than the fishermen’s homes for baiting 

and gutting their catch, and also to discourage door-to-door peddling that often 

concludes “with a carouse in a public-house.”17 Adamson also proposes that it would 

be desirable “that destitution of the necessaries of life were obviated without recourse 

to private charity at all.”18 This is a rejection of the contemporaneous approach to 

poverty in St Andrews, which was predicated on the charity of the parish and the local 

“Ladies’ Society,” and it illustrates Adamson’s modern approach to social issues.19 It 

is further reinforced by Adamson’s gentle critique of one of his peers: “Indeed I have 

more than once remarked of a zealous advocate of the present system, that his 

benevolent feelings constrained him to give freely from his own pocket what he 

would not on any account allow from the public funds under his charge.”20 Adamson 

thus ideologically aligns himself more closely with the modern secular social reforms 

championed by the Edinburgh doctor William Pulteney Alison, as opposed to the calls 

for parochial control of poor relief endorsed by the Evangelical preacher Thomas 

Chalmers.21  

While Adamson’s interest in civic reform echoes in sentiment Playfair’s 

measures towards modernising the city, it differs in motivation. As Graham Smith has 

                                                 
15 Adamson, “Sanitary Conditions,” 272-3. 
16 Ibid., 285-6. 
17 Ibid., 284-5. 
18 Ibid., 284. 
19 Ibid., 274-6. 
20 Ibid., 278-9. 
21 For a discussion on the disagreement between Chalmers and Alison, see Brown, Thomas Chalmers, 
289-96. 
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illustrated, many of Playfair’s reforms, especially those affected on the fishing 

community, were frequently executed to the benefit of the town’s growing reputation 

as a tourist and golfing destination, and not in “a spirit of benevolent 

humanitarianism.”22 In contrast, it is altruism, as opposed to glorification, that is at 

stake for Adamson. Although Adamson’s “Report” must be considered in the context 

that it was written – as a socio-scientific text rather than a touristic tome such as 

Rogers’s and Grierson’s – it nonetheless sketches a very different conception of what 

St Andrews was and could be. Adamson depicts a town in which class divisions exist, 

but are in some senses mutable, and in which those who are most destitute of moral 

strength can be redeemed through civic changes to their physical circumstances.  

The Literary and Philosophical Society 

In the spring of 1838, a notice was circulated throughout the town: “Several 

gentlemen connected with the University and the City of St Andrews, being desirous 

of establishing a Literary and Philosophical Society, are anxious to receive the names 

of those gentlemen, who are disposed to countenance such an institution.”23 Intended 

as a forum to promote research in the sciences and humanities at monthly meetings, 

the LPS was the vision of the newly appointed Principal of the United College at St 

Andrews, Sir David Brewster (plate 2.2). Brewster proved to be of great importance 

to the development of both the physical and theoretical components of early 

photography, and he will be discussed in more detail in Chapter II. Although its 

founding members belonged to an upper class of educated gentlemen, they were also 

a disparate group with varying interests: professors, civic leaders (including Provost 

                                                 
22 Graham Smith, “John Adamson, Sanitary Reform and the St Andrews Fishing Community,” History 
of Photography 25, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 186. 
23 Reproduced in Minutes, LPS (vol. 1), 16 April 1838. 
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Playfair), clergymen, and men of science such as John Adamson. This melange is 

particularly intriguing in light of some of the divisive local and national events that 

took place during its early days, including the Disruption of 1843, and university 

politics that almost saw Brewster deposed the same year.24 When scrutinised, the 

gentlemanly goodwill that appears to accompany such a fraternity is found to have 

deeper roots than politics or religion: on the contrary, their intention to craft a nexus 

of diversified knowledge represents the universalising aspirations of their bourgeois 

class, and is symbolic of the congruence between ideology and class at that time. One 

is reminded of Benjamin’s conception, in reference to early photography, of “the 

incomparable groups in which people came together –and whose disappearance was 

surely one of the most precise symptoms of what was happening in society in the 

second half of the century,” with the rise of industrial capitalism.25 Indeed, the LPS 

lost much of its momentum when Brewster left St Andrews in 1859, and the Society 

eventually disbanded in 1916. 

The LPS minutes reflect the diversity of its membership in the varied topics of 

the papers presented, the wide assortment of donations/acquisitions of the Museum, 

the continual correspondences from national and international figures of interest 

(often written to Brewster).26 The papers presented at each meeting of the LPS 

frequently discussed the latest in scientific or technological advancements, and the 

Society considered amongst its primary objectives “the establishment of a Museum in 

the University,” and “the discovery and preservation of antiquities.”27 Just as the texts 

by Rogers, Grierson, and Adamson demonstrate the fluctuating notions of St Andrews 
                                                 
24 Robert Anderson, “Brewster and the Reform of the Scottish Universities,” in ‘Martyr of Science’: Sir 
David Brewster 1781-1863, eds. Alison Morrison-Low and J.R.R. Christie, 31-34 (Edinburgh: Royal 
Scottish Museum, 1984) 31. 
25 Benjamin, “Little History,” 281. 
26 The detailed contents of these papers were, for the most part, recorded in a separate “Transactions” 
book. Unfortunately, the whereabouts of this manuscript(s) is unknown. 
27 Minutes, LPS (vol. 1), 16 April 1838; 27 December 1839. 
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and its inhabitants at that time, the establishment of the LPS can be viewed in part as 

an endeavour to reconcile those ideas into a coherent ideology, while simultaneously 

negotiating the uncharted terrain of modernity. Their approach might best be 

described as experimental and exploratory, in both the literal and figurative senses of 

the word: charting out new theoretical ground on literary and philosophical subject 

matter, while simultaneously mediating the principles of their social engagement. In 

this sense, Adamson himself is an interesting study. At the time of the Society’s 

inception, he was one of its youngest and least established members – at that point, he 

was merely a surgeon, and not yet an MD.28 Adamson proved from the beginning to 

be an active, albeit relatively unobtrusive, participant within the Society. He was 

appointed Curator of the Museum at the LPS’s first meeting on 16 April 1838, and it 

was a post to which he was re-elected each year until his death in 1870. Also 

demonstrated in the minutes is Adamson’s interest in public health, through his 

annual presentation of the mortality rates of the town using statistics that he had 

gathered over the year in the course of his medical practice.29 Throughout his thirty-

two years of membership, Adamson’s understated and steadfast dedication to the LPS 

and its objectives is implicitly documented in the minute book, and stands as a 

testament of his adherence to the ideological roots of the Society. 

The other recurring LPS subject to which Adamson’s name is linked is 

photography. The first mention of the “new art” occurs in the minutes of 4 March 

1839, when the exhibition is reported of “some specimens of drawings executed by 

                                                 
28 At this time Adamson was not yet an MD, and thus could not be referred to as ‘Doctor’. The degree 
of MD was “conferred gratis in recognition of his work among the poor in the city and 
neighbourhood,” of St Andrews. Senatus Minutes Indices, under Adamson, John. University of St 
Andrews Library Muniments. 
29 Adamson presented such statistics for the years of 1841-1852 inclusive, as well as 1860, as recorded 
in the LPS minutes. 
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Mr Fox Talbot by the Photogenic paper by the Solar Rays.”30 The fabricator of the 

prints was William Henry Fox Talbot, made through his own process of photogenic 

drawing, and exhibited by Brewster, a long-time friend and frequent correspondent of 

Talbot’s.31 Talbot had publicly announced his invention of the photogenic drawing32 

at a meeting of the Royal Society, London, on 31 January 1839. Just days later, in a 

letter to Talbot dated 4 February 1839, Brewster requests samples of his “beautiful 

Inventions,”33 and by 12 February Talbot had complied.34 Thus, barely two weeks 

passed between the announcement of the new invention and its physical arrival in St 

Andrews, and it was little over a month before it was disseminated to the Literary and 

Philosophical Society. Its members would continue to benefit from Talbot’s generous 

provision of images to Brewster over the coming years.  

The Calotype and Early Experimentation in St Andrews 

The LPS Minutes between 1841 and 1850 reveal a small group of dedicated 

photographic enthusiasts, the primary members of which appear to be Brewster, 

Playfair, and Adamson.35 That this group successfully experimented with Talbot’s 

preliminary photogenic process is evidenced by prints contained in an album (now 

referred to as the “Adamson Album”) that belonged to John Adamson.36 However, 

their enthusiasm was significantly heightened by improvements announced by Talbot 

                                                 
30 Minutes, LPS (vol. 1), 4 March 1839. 
31 Larry Schaaf outlines their introduction and early friendship in Out of the Shadows (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1992), 18-20. 
32 One of the earliest successful methods of creating and retaining the image of an object laid on top of 
a sheet of chemically sensitised paper and exposed to the sun, also known as a photogram. Ibid., 39-40. 
33 Brewster to Talbot, Fox Talbot Collection, British Library. Accessed via: Larry Schaaf, ed., The 
Correspondence of William Henry Fox Talbot (Glasgow/Leicester: University of Glasgow/De Montfort 
University), 3789. Available at http://foxtalbot.dmu.ac.uk/index.html. 
34 Brewster to Talbot, National Media Museum, Bradford. Schaaf, Correspondence, 3804. 
35 For a discussion of these (and other) early practitioners, see Graham Smith, Disciples of Light 
(Malibu: J. Paul Getty Museum, 1992). 
36 See Appendix A.  
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in the fall of 1840.37 Specifically, Talbot revealed his discovery of a latent image on 

the exposed sensitised paper that could be enhanced through a chemical development 

process to create an image in opposite tonalities (or a negative).38 This improvement 

significantly reduced exposure times, and, critically, facilitated the creation of images 

of wide-ranging subject matter using a camera obscura. Paper-based photographs 

were no longer constrained to silhouettes of objects laid directly on the paper or 

ghostly impressions of inanimate objects; instead, views and portraits from life could 

be obtained. 

The new process – called the calotype by Talbot, but also known as the 

talbotype – encouraged a flurry of activity amongst the St Andrews group. Brewster 

was once again the key conduit of technical information, details and examples of 

which he rather aggressively urged from Talbot throughout the spring and summer of 

1841. The surviving correspondence between Brewster and Talbot provides some 

indication of the experiments that were taking place in St Andrews at the time.39 

Brewster’s letters describe the various experiments, small victories, and profound 

failures experienced by the group, including numerous references to John Adamson’s 

trials with different chemicals.40 The St Andrews group were not alone in their quest 

to prevail over the calotype; however, the patent restrictions which Talbot enacted in 

England did mean that such grassroots experimentation with his process was unique 

to Scotland. It is important to reinforce the challenges that faced such pioneers: even 

those in possession of detailed instructions of the process would struggle to achieve 

even moderate results. The variability of chemicals, materials (especially the paper 

                                                 
37 Smith, Disciples, 41. 
38 Schaaf, Out of the Shadows, 107-112. 
39 Only Brewster’s half of his correspondence with Talbot remains, due to a fire in the early twentieth 
century that destroyed the majority of Brewster’s privately-held personal papers. 
40 See, for example, Brewster to Talbot, 27 July 1841, National Media Museum, Bradford. Schaaf, 
Correspondence, 4317. 
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itself), instruments, and methodology, not to mention the uncertainty of exposure 

times, produced inconsistent results amongst early practitioners across Britain mainly 

working without the aid of Talbot’s further improvements to the calotype from which 

Brewster and his friends in St Andrews benefitted.41 As Brewster’s letters also 

illustrate, once the St Andrews’s practitioners had grasped the calotype negative 

process, the difficulty of making a positive print proved almost a greater challenge.42 

Other scholars have discussed the chronology of this early period of 

experimentation in St Andrews in detail.43 By contrast, my intent is to emphasise the 

sense of urgency, excitement and frustration surrounding photography revealed in 

Brewster’s letters during this time. The collaborative nature of the experiments by 

Brewster, Playfair, and Adamson is expressive of both their passion for science, and, 

to a great degree, their desire to conquer – and improve upon – a new technology. 

Even in the mind of its inventor, the idea of photography as “Art” existed only amidst 

a jumbled conglomerate of possible interpretations.44 Photography was as yet a 

mutable medium without a concrete ideology. 

Aura, Technik, and Adamson’s Early Portraiture  

Thus far, I have presented John Adamson in the context of the experimental and 

fluctuating nature of his physical and intellectual landscape as he reacted to and 

interacted with modernity. His engagement with photography is a dominant aspect of 

this portrayal, and it leads us back to Benjamin’s conception of “congruence” during 

the first decade of photography in the 1840s.45 During this brief window, Benjamin 

                                                 
41 Schaaf, Out of the Shadows, 119-21. 
42 Letters from Brewster to Talbot written between November 1841 and August 1842 outline many of 
the difficulties that they faced in the positive process. See Schaaf, Correspondence. 
43 Morrison-Low, “Brewster, Talbot and the Adamsons,” 130-41. Smith, Disciples, 27-39. 
44 Edwards, “The Photographic Imagination,” 23-66. 
45 Benjamin, “Little History," 283. 
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perceives equilibrium between subject, ideology, and technology: an ascendant 

bourgeoisie with a universalising agenda interacting and experimenting with a modern 

technology. For Benjamin, the visual expression of this congruence is aura. Aura is 

both a conceptual symbol of class doctrine and a visible quality that saturates the 

photographs of that era. To borrow Esther Leslie’s definition, aura is “a visual 

analogy of the represented class’s ideology.”46 The visible attributes of aura defy 

concrete definition, but are perhaps best evoked by Benjamin’s description of a 

portrait by David Octavius Hill and Robert Adamson: 

There remains something that goes beyond testimony to the 
photographer’s art, something that cannot be silenced, that fills you 
with an unruly desire to know what her name was, the woman who was 
alive there, who even now is still real and will never consent to be 
wholly absorbed into “art.”47 

The notion of “consent” implicates the subject as well as the photographer in the 

creation of aura. Benjamin also notes auratic characteristics in the subject’s “shyness” 

and “reserve” before the camera, and in the way that they “enter the viewing space of 

photography with integrity –or rather, without inscription;” that is, without the 

expectation of immortality through their representation in a reproducible medium.48 

The industrialisation of photography post-1850 introduces incongruence between 

Technik and subject, and the resulting tone of self-conscious spectacle is one outcome 

that Benjamin attributes to the destruction of the aura.  

Utilising Technik and aura as its fundamental components, a Benjaminian 

examination of photography necessarily includes consideration of the technical and 

social circumstances of both the operator and the subject. The desire to capture the 

human countenance through the calotype process was challenged by the technical 

                                                 
46 Leslie, “Benjamin’s Objectives,” 50. 
47 Benjamin, “Little History,” 276. 
48 Ibid., 279. 
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limitations of the medium, specifically the long exposure times required. Although 

John Adamson did make photographs of buildings and views (particularly from the 

period of 1842-3 when he was photographing with his brother, Robert), the majority 

of his extant images are portraits. In fact, Adamson is the self-professed producer of 

“no doubt the first calotype portrait taken in Scotland,” an image reputedly taken in 

May 1840.49 The very earliest portraits clearly depict the technological complications 

that beset Adamson and his collaborators: archaic-looking apparatuses, designed to 

immobilise the sitter, protrude from their necks (plate 1.2); makeshift backdrops and 

outdoor “studios” emerge around the edges of prints (plates 1.3, 1.4); and, in some 

cases, the background has been painted or physically cut out altogether (plates 1.1, 

1.5, 1.6). Even when these difficulties were overcome, other elements of the process, 

such as exposure time, the texture of the materials, and the variability of chemicals, 

would continue to affect both the experience of being photographed, and the resulting 

image.  

The calotype is thus imbued with technologically influenced aesthetics, and they 

are a prevalent feature in John Adamson’s early photography. Employing the paper 

negative process, Adamson, as a photographer, would have had only the scarcest 

sense of what results his technique might render on that particular day, under those 

specific circumstances. In his experimental approach to the medium, and the resulting 

representation of his subjects, the cultural architecture of Adamson’s world begins to 

emerge, and with it, aura. It exists in the discreet gazes of the sitters, who sit before 

the camera with the barest knowledge of how they might look in a photograph (plates 

                                                 
49 This claim is found in what appears to be a later annotation in Adamson’s hand that accompanies the 
alleged negative in the Adamson Album, collection of the National Museums Scotland (see Appendix 
A). Helmut Gernsheim disputes this date, suggesting that it is too early. Gernsheim, “Some Common 
Misconceptions About Early Photography in Scotland,” Functional Photography 4, no. 2 (November 
1952): 12-13. 
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1.7, 1.8). It is visible in the precariousness of the makeshift studio constructions that 

Adamson consistently utilised during this period. Erected outdoors in order to capture 

the necessary light, these facades almost entirely lack the accoutrements of studio 

paintings (plate 1.3). Furthermore, paraphernalia that would have traditionally served 

to represent status, vocation, and wealth are notably absent; thus, to a large degree, the 

class of the subjects who inhabit the photographs is masked. Instead, props tend to be 

basic, functional, and repetitive: subjects are often sitting on a chair, leaning against a 

bureau, grasping a cane or clutching a book, in order to still their movements during 

lengthy exposures; but they offer few clues to the sitter’s status.50 This omission 

resonates when considered in conjunction with Adamson’s vision of the secular 

transgression of social boundaries and Rogers’s utopian vision of St Andrews 

elevated through modernity. When Benjamin suggests that the anonymity of a 

photographic subject “lead[s] even deeper into the new technology,” he is not merely 

referring to the lack of the sitter’s name: it is also the ambiguity of class that he 

marks.51  

Early calotype photographs by John Adamson present the viewer more than 

simply a reflection of their subjects. Their sense of improvisation, collaboration, and 

engagement with a technology of modernity reinforces the congruence between 

operator, apparatus, and society. These qualities evince what Benjamin calls the “tiny 

spark of contingency,” for which the future-viewer searches, and that reinforces the 

notion of photographic time as a malleable force in which “the future nests still 

today.”52 They compel us to consider the complex circumstances of their production 

                                                 
50 Note, for instance, the ubiquitous bureau against which so many of Adamson’s subjects are posed 
(plates 1.1, 1.4, 1.5, 1.9).  
51 Benjamin, “Little History,” 276. 
52 Ibid. 
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and in doing so they reveal to us an auratic, and frequently beautiful, insight into their 

moment of conception. 



22 

 

CHAPTER II 

SIR DAVID BREWSTER’S CONCEPTION OF PHOTOGRAPHY 

“Catalyst, Critic, and Counsellor” 

 The early epoch of photographic practice in St Andrews was a period of 

experimentation and collaboration compelled by a mutual passion for science amongst 

its practitioners. While John Adamson and Sir David Brewster both worked on 

applied aspects of the medium, they would ultimately pursue their interests in 

photography differently. Adamson developed an interest in portraiture that would 

absorb him for the rest of his life; Brewster, on the other hand, was seemingly less 

devoted to continuing his practice once the difficulties of the calotype and paper print 

had been more or less overcome.1 Throughout his career, one gleans Brewster’s love 

for the “thrill of the chase” in his scientific endeavours, and photography was no 

exception. However, he did continue to channel his interest in photography in literary 

terms as the author of numerous texts on the subject, works that prove to be amongst 

the earliest proposing a history and theory around the nascent subject. Although there 

is no evidence to suggest that Brewster’s photographic peers completely assimilated 

his opinions, his theories are nonetheless essential to our understanding of the 

intellectual landscape of photography in which John Adamson was practicing in the 

1840s. As Alison Morrison-Low has noted, Brewster was a “catalyst, critic, and 

counsellor during the earliest years of the new scientific art-form,” and this 

description applies to both the practical and theoretical aspects of the medium.2  

                                                 
1 This is evident in his correspondence with Talbot regarding photography, which tapers off after 1843. 
See Schaaf, Correspondence. 
2 Alison Morrison-Low, “Sir David Brewster and Photography,” Review of Scottish Culture 4 (1988): 
63. 
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Brewster’s profound professional achievements and indomitable personality 

constitute a domain that has been well traversed by others;3 however, in context of the 

discussion to follow, it is worth briefly revisiting a few key elements of his life and 

career. Born in 1781, Brewster was originally educated for a career in the Church, a 

path from which he diverged in the early 1800s, apparently due to a dislike of (or 

inability for) public speaking.4 Instead, he turned to a life of letters, earning a 

“freelance” subsistence primarily through editing and writing contributions to a wide 

array of scientific and literary journals. This would prove to be a prolific but unsteady 

vocation, due in part to Brewster’s dogmatic opinions and often-difficult personality. 

His post as Principal of the United College of the University of St Andrews marked 

his first-ever academic appointment – in 1838, at the age of fifty-seven – and arguably 

his first steady income in some years. This era was a particularly difficult period for 

men of science who lacked the financial backing of steady employment, and made all 

the more bitter by the absence of serious scientific patronage on the part of the British 

government or monarchy, a theme to which Brewster and his peers would turn 

repeatedly during the early to mid-nineteenth century.5 Brewster’s approach to 

science must also be understood in the context of his belief in natural theology, a 

philosophy widely adhered to by scientists in the nineteenth century that “sought to 

use the face of the external world to establish the existence of a Creator, and to 

provide proofs of His benevolence, wisdom, and power.”6 The idea that scientific 

progress revealed the existence of a higher power is crucial to comprehending 

                                                 
3 In particular, see Alison Morrison-Low and J.R.R. Christie, eds., ‘Martyr of Science’: Sir David 
Brewster 1781-1863 (Edinburgh: Royal Scottish Museum, 1984). 
4 Biographical details from Morrison-Low, “Sir David Brewster and Photography,” 63. 
5 Steve Shapin, “Brewster and the Edinburgh Career in Science,” in Morrison-Low and Christie, 
Martyr of Science, 17-23. See also Rebekah Higgit, “David Brewster’s Life of Sir Isaac Newton (1831): 
Defending the Hero,” in Recreating Newton (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2007), 43-68. 
6 Paul Baxter, ““Brewster, Evangelism and the Disruption of the Church of Scotland,” in Morrison-
Low and Christie, ‘Martyr of Science,’ 47. 
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Brewster’s writings on photography and their embodiment of a society in the midst of 

transformation through modernity. 

Although Brewster’s personal photographic practice with calotypes seemingly 

became a secondary activity to his other scientific interests, he nonetheless remained 

integral to the physical and theoretical development of the medium. He was the literal 

channel through which William Henry Fox Talbot’s processes were disseminated, in 

the form of instructions and examples, to the group of experimental practitioners that 

included John Adamson. Furthermore, his extensive network of connections within 

the scientific community7 resulted in frequent correspondences with others 

experimenting with different aspects of photographic practice, particularly those 

working within the purview of his own passions of optics and light.8 Finally, Brewster 

was one of the earliest photographic theorists, consolidating different photographic 

processes into an proto-history of the medium, and developing a conceptual 

framework around photography. It is this final aspect of Brewster’s contribution to 

photography that best engages and informs our understanding of John Adamson’s 

early photography, specifically through two unattributed articles published in the 

1840s.9 

The passion that inflects Brewster’s essays, and similarly his correspondence 

with Talbot, reflects his broad interest in all aspects of the sciences. Crucially, 

Brewster’s professional life spanned an era in which the sciences themselves were 

undergoing the transition from a diverse group of polymathic “natural philosophers” 

pursuing self-directed and mostly self-funded research, to the professionalised and 
                                                 
7 Amongst other activities, Brewster was a founding member of the British Association for the 
Advancement of Science, editor of the Edinburgh Journal of Science, and contributor to a plethora of 
other scientific and philosophical journals. See Morrison-Low, “Sir David Brewster and Photography,” 
63-4.  
8 See Minutes, LPS (vol. 1). 
9 Although Brewster’s name does not officially appear under either text, he discusses the writing of 
each numerous times in correspondence with Talbot. See Schaaf, Correspondence. 
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highly specialised “scientists” that are familiar to our modern notions of the metier.10 

Brewster’s ideology of photography was a crucial influence on the St Andrews 

practitioners like Adamson, who were similarly representative of and subject to a 

shifting value system interacting with a new technology. 

Natural Theology and the Progress of Science 

The two texts under scrutiny are “Photogenic Drawing, or Drawing by the 

Agency of Light,”11 published in 1843, and “Photography,”12 published in 1847. The 

opening paragraphs of “Photogenic Drawing” epitomise William Paley’s conception 

of natural theology, which equates the natural world with the complexity of a watch 

by proposing that neither could have been assembled by chance, but require an 

originator, be it a watchmaker or a divine Creator.13 Brewster depicts a natural 

universe in which science, religion and morality are all governed by similar “laws of 

progressive development,” thereby conjoining the separate pursuits of each one into a 

shared concern.14 He also issues a warning against those who would suppress this 

progress, whether through “cupidity, fanaticism, rage, sloth or avarice.” Such 

hindrances, he believes, will be overthrown by “the springs of truth and justice.”15 

Brewster thus sketches an image of society as both a sanctuary of moral and scientific 

advancement and a divine battleground against those who would hinder or reject such 

developments. While this may seem a dramatic entrée into a discussion about 

photography, it expresses Brewster’s fervent belief in the redemptive potential of 

                                                 
10 As Douglas R. Nickel points out, the term “scientist” was not coined until the 1830s. See “Talbot’s 
Natural Magic,” History of Photography 26, no. 2 (Summer 2002): 139. 
11 [David Brewster], “Photogenic Drawing, or Drawing by the Agency of Light,” Edinburgh Review 
104 (January 1843): 309-344. 
12 [David Brewster], “Photography,” The North British Review 15 (August 1847): 465-504. 
13 From Paley’s Natural Theology, published in 1802. Nickel, “Talbot’s Natural Magic,” 135. 
14 Brewster, “Photogenic Drawing,” 309-10. 
15 Ibid., 311. 



26 

 

science and technology.16 It also foreshadows Brewster’s expectations for the new 

invention: that it will provide a “powerful auxiliary” to the physical sciences; “extend 

knowledge… of the philosophy of the senses;” and offer a “vigorous impulse” to the 

fine arts.17 In spite of his enthusiasm for the medium and its potential, Brewster does 

not view it as perfected: while the initial discoveries belong to the genius of Talbot 

and Daguerre, much of this text is devoted to relaying the many improvements that 

others (including Brewster himself) have made to the medium, as well as suggesting 

other necessary refinements.18 These observations are particularly important when 

considered in the context of Brewster’s and Adamson’s photography of the time. As I 

have suggested, this was a period of great collaboration and experimentation amongst 

this group, and Brewster’s comments reflect the importance of that aspect on our 

understanding of their photography. Their collective impetus for picture-making was 

derived from a dedication to science, and coupled with the certainty that social and 

moral advancement was appended to scientific progress. The same motivations lay 

behind Adamson’s interests in sanitation reform, and also suggest the reason why 

Brewster’s interest in the calotype process was somewhat lessened once the medium 

had been more or less mastered.  

John Adamson’s similarly passionate experimentation with photography is also 

delineated, both in Brewster’s letters to Talbot and in the minutes of the Literary and 

Philosophical Society. But Adamson’s interest extended beyond merely overcoming 

the technical difficulties that photography presented, as is evidenced by his continued 

engagement with the medium, apparently without fulfilling any of Brewster’s 

expectations towards aiding fine art, the physical sciences, or the “philosophy of the 

                                                 
16 Steve Edwards suggests that it is also representative of Brewster’s faith in the moral underpinnings 
of industrial capitalism. See “The Photographic Imagination,” 52-4. 
17 Brewster, “Photogenic Drawing,” 312. 
18 Ibid., 313-28. 
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senses.” Instead, his photographs appear to fall under Brewster’s concepts of 

“enjoyment and knowledge” that photography can bring to the public, in the case of 

his portraiture as the inscriptions of “kindred and home.” Such delineations, Brewster 

suggests, compel the viewer to “discover the traces of his own mortality,” and act as 

“an incentive to virtue.”19 Yet, even this definition is not faithful to Adamson’s early 

photographs, images that, despite their connections to “kindred and home,” lack the 

moralistic imperative of Brewster’s tone. By contrast, they seem to be made in the 

spirit of collaboration, not just between practitioners, but also between photographer 

and subject, recalling Benjamin’s notion of “consent.” This semblance of an exchange 

between participants suggests that the act of photography was indeed more personal 

than dutiful for both Adamson and his subjects. The gravity of the act of photography 

is palpable in the serious expressions on the faces of his subjects, due also to the long 

exposures that they were obliged to endure. Yet Brewster’s virtuous rationale is 

usurped by the strength of the personalities that emerge in Adamson’s imagery (plates 

1.7, 1.9, 1.10). They represent something far beyond symbols of morality or filial 

devotion, but appear instead as a visual manifestation of a social exchange. 

This aspect of Adamson’s photography also exemplifies what Benjamin 

describes as the “magical value” with which “the most precise technology” is 

endowed.20 Brewster himself recognises this potential in photography; he describes  

“the peculiarly touching sensibilities” with which the photograph is connected with its 

“prototype,” in what is an early conception of photography’s indexicality.21 This 

exists in Adamson’s photographs as the sense of people gathered under the unique 

circumstances of time and place – what Brewster describes as “incidents of time, and 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 330. 
20 Benjamin, “Little History,” 276. 
21 Brewster, “Photogenic Drawing,” 331. 
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the forms of space simultaneously recorded,” – that no other medium can reproduce.22 

The collaborative act of photographing people, coupled with the technological 

incentive of the invention, recommends one way of understanding the conjunction of 

Adamson’s scientific inclinations with his loyalty to portraiture, and could account for 

the many pages of such imagery that represent his early photographic production. 

The Intersection of Natural Theology and Photography 

Natural theology was, by the 1840s, a philosophy that was in the midst of 

replacement. The “gentleman of science” was disappearing: that broadly educated 

disciple of the Enlightenment was being replaced by the specialist who worked within 

the confines and nascent structures of a new culture of professionalised scientific 

disciplines. Given the flux of this backdrop, one can interpret Brewster’s attempt to 

construct photography within a personal-scientific framework as a protective measure 

towards his ideal of the scientist. Brewster was well disposed to write himself and his 

friends into the brief history of the medium, and by doing so he carves out a protected 

niche, fortified by knowledge and science, within this shifting culture. For example, 

Brewster references by name the St Andrews experimenters, including John 

Adamson, in “Photogenic Drawing.” In both texts, he refers to his own experiments in 

the first and third person, a measure that ensures the contributions of “Sir David 

Brewster” are recognised, while veiling his identity as the author. The daguerreotype 

and talbotype have “embalmed the names of their distinguished inventors,” he writes 

in “Photography.”23 Despite extolling the virtues of scientific discovery on the moral 

and physical well-being of society, Brewster persistently appeals to the value of the 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 330. 
23 Brewster, “Photography,” 466. 
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individual scientific intellect, a stance that is somewhat opposed to Adamson’s 

collaborative imagery.24 

Also discernable in Brewster’s texts are the universalising ambitions of 

bourgeois knowledge, apparent in the recurrent theme of redemption through 

technology. The aspiration towards a universal-utopian ideal is one that Walter 

Benjamin identifies specifically with the ascendant bourgeoisie of the mid-nineteenth 

century, which encompassed men of science and early photographers alike. The very 

breadth of possibilities predicted by the early advocates of photography, and their 

foundation in optimistic scientism, reveals for Benjamin “the connections 

[photography] makes with all aspects of human activity.”25 As Esther Leslie suggests, 

these early advocates believed, as did Benjamin himself, “in the power of 

photography to reveal the whole world.”26 Indeed, Brewster offers the reader lengthy 

lists of the possible applications of the new art, including scientific uses, studies for 

artists, views of unknown lands, portraits of “heroes and sages”, and images of 

“kindred and home.”27 These are not merely leisurely pursuits, but the products of a 

medium that “will take the highest rank among the inventions of the present age.” 

Brewster goes so far as to suggest that photography’s significance to fine art is 

equivalent to that of the steam engine to the mechanical arts.28 Elsewhere, this 

universalising impulse is pronounced in John Adamson’s calls for sanitation reform, 

and in the congregation of like-minded gentlemen through the establishment of the 

Literary and Philosophical Society. Another manifestation is embodied in the fervent 
                                                 
24 Steve Edwards interprets this tendency, along with Brewster’s exemption of fine art from the “laws 
of progress” as an attempt to safeguard the “genius” artist, who is analogous to a similarly divinely-
endowed “genius” philosopher/scientist. Although I agree in part with his analysis, I am troubled by the 
use of the word “genius,” a concept that is fraught with contradictions for Brewster, as Rebekah Higgitt 
suggests in “Defending the Hero,” 48-52. Edwards, “The Photographic Imagination,” 56-8. 
25 Benjamin, “Little History,” 275. 
26 Leslie, “Benjamin’s Objectives,” 49. 
27 Brewster, “Photogenic Drawing,” 328-31. 
28 Ibid., 312. 
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experimentation of the St Andrews group of photographic pioneers towards the 

collaborative mastery of the photography, and is one that was likely prominent in 

Brewster’s mind while writing this text.29 Thus, the congruence between ideology and 

technology is revealed, and provides a means of better understanding the work of 

Adamson in a broader context of influential factors that shaped the corpus and nuance 

of his photographic legacy. 

Brewster’s inventory of the practical uses of photography is representative of 

mid-nineteenth century social and scientific principles, and suggestive that his brand 

of science was waning. His belief in the power of optical empiricism is an ideal that 

Alan Sekula suggests suffers a “crisis of faith” in the late 1800s, one that leads to the 

fusion of photography and statistics.30 In the 1840s, however, Brewster’s acute 

optimism in photography’s revelatory power nearly absents the role of the 

photographic producer from his narrative. Such references to a “self-delineating” art – 

“the pencil of nature,” “sun pictures,” etc., are ubiquitous in nineteenth century 

references to photography. Douglas Nickel proposes that such depictions of “Nature 

as artist” were “readily summoned for the purposes of constructing photography’s 

authority.”31 Such tropes imply a literal link between the hand of the Creator and the 

new technology, thus reinforcing Brewster’s (and Talbot’s) belief in natural theology 

and appealing to the Christian equation of “light” with truth.32 Thus, as opposed to 

merely removing the operator, Brewster depicts the photographer as a conduit 

between the material world and the mysteries of its composition. The reader might 

                                                 
29 In late 1842, the St Andrews photographers had only just overcome the technical difficulties they 
faced in making positive prints from their calotype negatives. For a more detailed chronology regarding 
the writing of “Photogenic Drawing” and the activities of John and Robert Adamson, see Ralph L. 
Harley, Jr., and Joanna L. Harley, “The ‘Tartan Album’ by John and Robert Adamson,” History of 
Photography 12, no. 4 (October-December 1988): 295-316. 
30 Alan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” October 39 (Winter 1986): 16-18. 
31 Nickel, “Talbot’s Natural Magic,” 136. 
32 Ibid., 135-7. 
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also consider the parallel of Brewster’s photographer who “presents to Nature an 

artificial eye,” against the public health interests of John Adamson.33 Adamson bases 

his appeals for sanitary reform on personally-gathered statistical evidence; his faith in 

this data mirrors Brewster’s belief in the powers of photography. Their confidence in 

the power of objective data to uncover truth recalls Sekula’s proposal that, in the 

1880s, “an acute recognition of the inadequacies and limitations of ordinary visual 

empiricism,” necessitated the “merger of optics and statistics.”34 Adamson’s belief in 

the ability of mortality rates to reveal patterns of epidemic diseases and poor 

sanitation utilises the “artificial eye” of statistics to disclose an objective reality that 

corresponds to the one revealed through the camera lens.  

Perhaps the most interesting quality of Brewster’s theory is the ease with which 

its structure is translatable into a twentieth century notion of photography. 

“Photogenic Drawing,” and “Photography” represent two of the earliest attempts at 

creating a “history of photography” that integrates different photographic processes 

from Britain and the continent, approached from the viewpoint of their technological 

differences, and that privileges the genius of their inventors (an approach that 

epitomises the modernist readings of photography prevalent in the twentieth century). 

Through Brewster’s conception of the medium, photography emerges as a discursive 

theory. At the same time, under the doctrine of natural theology, he finds beauty and 

purpose in the Divine order exposed through science. And if the beauty that Brewster 

locates in photography is nearer to a scientific than a fine art conception of the word, 

this is not as profound a disjuncture in Enlightenment thought as it is for us today. His 

                                                 
33 Brewster, “Photography,” 466. 
34 Sekula is referring to the work of Alphonse Bertillon and Francis Galton. See “The Body and the 
Archive,” 18. 
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engagement with photography was strikingly complex: in the early epoch of the art, 

he was an experimenter, practitioner, subject, collector, distributor, and theorist. 
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CHAPTER III 

FROM ALCHEMY TO INDUSTRY: THE POST-CALOTYPE PERIOD 

The Decay of “Congruence” 

By the early 1850s, St Andrews was well entrenched in the changes that would 

transform it from the sleepy backwater to which John Adamson had arrived in the 

mid-1830s to a modernised destination for tourists, golfers, and students alike. 

Through the modernisation of the town by Provost Playfair, and under Principal 

David Brewster’s attempts at reforming the University,1 the very constitution of 

“town and gown” was in the midst of a radical overhaul. Adamson himself was a 

significant contributor to this process, both through his activities within the Literary 

and Philosophical Society, and in his continued concern for sanitation reform and 

interest in the town’s mortality rates. All three men were pivotal in the establishment 

of St Andrews as the unofficial (nonprofessional) home of the most modern of 

technologies: photography.  

Yet photography, too, was undergoing a transformation at that time. This was in 

part a technological transition that would irrevocably impact its aesthetic and usage in 

the decades to come, and it was heralded by the transition from paper to glass 

negatives in the mid-1850s. If we return once again to Walter Benjamin’s concept of 

the congruence between subject, technique, and ideology during the early era of 

photography its industrialisation represented the beginning of the decay of this 

congruence, ushering in photography’s “period of decline.”2 The primary victim of 

this decline was the aura: no longer naturally occurring within the photographic 

medium, photographers instead attempted to manufacture it in the studio settings of 
                                                 
1 See Robert Anderson, “Brewster and the Reform of the Scottish Universities,” in Morrison-Low and 
Christie, ‘Martyr of Science,’ 31-34. 
2 Benjamin, “Little History,” 283. 
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industry. Such images relied on retouched negatives and material items as status 

symbols in order to fabricate an auratic quality that was previously innate. Shierry 

Weber Nicholsen describes this as the submergence of the face into the “bourgeois 

interior,” a literal and figurative space in which all elements of the photograph, 

including the sitter, are commodified.3 Thus, the destruction of the aura can 

alternately be read as commodity fetishism of the face, in which the connection 

between a person’s countenance and their ‘inner essence’ is severed, replaced by an 

artificial value derived solely from the image itself. Nevertheless, Benjamin warns 

against resorting to technological determinedness in searching out the aura, for it “was 

by no means the mere product of a primitive camera,” but rather the result of the very 

congruence about which I have been speaking.4 The message here is to avoid broad 

generalisations in comparing the results of different technologies – in this case, 

contrasting John Adamson’s early calotype work with his later work using glass 

negatives – since this factor alone cannot account for the discernable changes that 

distinguish these two periods. Similarly, the consequences to the wider photographic 

community of the transition from calotype to glass plate negatives, like the decline of 

aura, should not be viewed as cause and effect, but rather as part and parcel of a wider 

cultural surge of capitalist modernity.  

In the 1850s and 1860s, both St Andrews and the photographic community 

continued to be redefined through the transformations of technology and modernity, 

of which photography was both an instrument of change and a symptom. As the 

metamorphosis of the medium, its practitioners, and society continued, the early 

equilibrium that Benjamin perceived was lost. Of the many factors that are open to 

                                                 
3 Shierry Weber Nicholsen, “Adorno and Benjamin, Photography and the Aura,” in Exact Imagination, 
Late Work: On Adorno's Aesthetics (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997), 191-3. 
4 Benjamin, “Little History,” 283. 
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exploration in Adamson’s post-calotype photography, I will focus on his engagement 

in two particular communities: the St Andrews locality, in which he was ever more 

active; and the broader photographic network, from which he was increasingly 

isolated. I will examine indications of disequilibrium between subject, technique, and 

ideology in both of these arenas, as well as what I perceive to be Adamson’s captivity 

between a bourgeois mentality of universalism and an increasingly powerful pull 

towards capitalist modernity. Photography considered in this context of the decay of 

“congruence” produces an alternative framework for visual analysis, and an 

opportunity to discuss Adamson’s work, and particularly its presentation in album 

form, in the context of photography’s diminishing aura post-1850s. 

Modernity in St Andrews in the 1850s and 1860s 

The transformations that had begun in the previous decades continued to alter 

both the infrastructure and the visage of St Andrews in the 1850s and 1860s. The long 

list of modernising improvements that Charles Roger recorded in his 1849 History of 

St Andrews persisted under the direction of Provost Playfair; the town’s reputation as 

a spa resort and golfing haven continued to gain momentum; and St Andrews was 

finally directly connected to the rest of the country by a branch railway line, opening 

it up to increased tourism and trade. Certain aspects of the town, however, had not yet 

been implicated in this advancing modernity as John Adamson noted in his report The 

Sanitary Condition of St Andrews, Compared with that of Other Towns and County 

Districts: An Argument for Drainage, Cleansing, and a Better Water Supply.5 Written 

in 1862 and addressed to the Provost and Town Council, Adamson’s conclusions, as 

                                                 
5 John Adamson, The Sanitary Condition of St Andrews, Compared with that of Other Towns and 
County Districts: An Argument for Drainage, Cleansing, and a Better Water Supply (Cupar: Fifeshire 
Journal Office, 1862). 
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his subtitle implies, echo those of his assessment of the conditions of the labouring 

classes from two decades previous. It would seem that very few of his 

recommendations for an improved sanitation infrastructure in 1841 had been heeded 

in the interim, even under the jurisdiction of Adamson’s friend Playfair, which may 

account for the timing of this publication two years after Playfair’s death. Armed with 

more accurate statistics (the registration of deaths began in Scotland in 1855)6 

Adamson marks a continued increase in mortality rates through epidemic diseases – 

particularly typhus and typhoid fevers – in specific areas of the town that lacked the 

personal financial means for proper sanitation.7 He appeals to civic investment and 

reform to ameliorate these problems, adding that they must be undertaken by a 

“competent professional engineer,” as opposed to previous efforts towards 

improvement that had been made “in half measures [and] planned by amateurs.”8  

The viewpoint presented in Adamson’s report can only be described as modern: 

he emphasises the redemptive powers of sanitary technology, and balances this with 

his resolute belief in the ability of statistical analysis to reveal and decode the 

mysteries of epidemic diseases. It reflects Adamson’s interest in universalising his 

own class interests by way of bettering the conditions of those beneath him, and in so 

doing it recalls Benjamin’s theory of the universalising possibilities of early 

photography. Although Adamson remained true to his universalist beliefs in sanitation 

reform, his interactions with the changing technology of photography reveal 

indications of the incongruence between his ideology and the medium’s new forms. 

At the same time, the actions of Playfair and the Town Council epitomise the equally 

influential yet divergent concerns of capitalist modernity in their privileging of the 

                                                 
6 Adamson, “Sanitary Conditions,” 7-8. 
7 Ibid., 16. 
8 Ibid., 22. 
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social and financial interests of a rising middle class against those of a poorer 

labouring community. Their interests embody a reversal in ideology that Benjamin 

marks as symptomatic of the decline of congruence, demonstrated in the 

industrialisation of photography, which privileged the attainment of wealth over that 

of universal knowledge and enlightenment (as was Brewster’s vision). As Esther 

Leslie astutely summarises it, “The bourgeois class imagines itself to be a universal 

liberator class, until that moment when it has conquered positions of power, at which 

point Benjamin descries a reactionary turn.”9 The Town Council’s “reactionary turn,” 

is perhaps more accurately considered as a steady move away from the equalising 

potential of modernity in its earlier ideological manifestations, a shift also visible in 

the LPS.  

Evidence of John Adamson’s continued belief in a universalist notion of 

modernity amidst the stronger forces of capitalist ideology is also found in the pages 

of the LPS minute book. The Literary and Philosophical Society was composed, much 

as the Town Council, of gentlemen of differing interests who were bound by their 

similar social standing. In this way, it functioned as a socio-cultural barometer of St 

Andrews through its interests and actions. As Curator of the LPS Museum, Adamson 

played an integral role in determining the physical and intellectual orientation of the 

collection. Throughout that time, and particularly from 1850 onwards, he used that 

authority to urge his peers to allow an increasing constituency to gain access to the 

Museum’s holdings. For instance, the artefacts, which were housed in a room in 

United College of the University,10 were accessible only to LPS members until 

Adamson put forth a proposal in May 1850 to open the collection on Saturdays during 

the school session “for one or more hours… to admit students for the purpose of 
                                                 
9 Leslie, “Benjamin’s Objectives,” 50. 
10 Minutes, LPS (vol. 1), 4 June 1838. 



38 

 

study.”11 In 1855, Adamson proposed that the Museum be opened to the public for 

two hours a week during the summer months;12 based on the success of that 

endeavour, he moved that it also be accessible to the public during the winter months, 

thus clearly establishing his endeavours to promote access and opportunity to a wider 

public.13  

Students and the general public were not the only ones to benefit from 

Adamson’s interest in accessibility. He espied amongst members of the labouring 

classes a passion for natural history that was similar to his own, and sought to 

cultivate it to their mutual benefit. The LPS minutes for 7 April 1855 record the 

following item: “The Museum having been thrown open to the fishermen, several 

valuable donations were received from them, viz a box of pearls from mussels and 

cockles, a gigantic starfish, a very large British sponge, and two sunstars.” Six months 

later, Adamson reported to the Society, “Many Tradesmen, now eight or ten, have 

taken up the study of Nat. History, and have formed themselves into a Society for that 

object.”14 In this case, Adamson was cultivating the LPS to provide not just increased 

access to the Museum collection, but access to the Society itself: “It was proposed by 

Dr Adamson to elect certain gentlemen whom have shown zeal for Natural Science 

and have enriched the Museum as associate members.”15 A committee was appointed 

to consider the proposal, and, after some debate, this new class of membership was 

approved.16 Associate Members would be allowed to attend LPS meetings and would 

have access to the Museum as Ordinary Members, but would not “have any vote in 

                                                 
11 Minutes, LPS (vol. 1), 6 May 1850. 
12 Ibid., 7 April 1855. 
13 Adamson provided empirical proof of this success with the statistic that “no fewer that 247 visitors 
[had] entered their names on one day.” Ibid., 1 December 1855. 
14 Ibid., 1 December 1855. 
15 Ibid., 27 December 1856. 
16 Until this time, the two levels of membership were “Ordinary” and “Honorary.” Ibid., 30 April 1838. 
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the affairs of the Society or [the right] to hold office therein.”17 This act is symbolic of 

Adamson’s bourgeois aspiration of universalising the appurtenances of his class: 

ameliorative in its general attainability, but in no way empowering to those it admits. 

Despite their limitations, Adamson’s actions are significant in contrast to the 

bourgeois exclusivity that increasingly typified this epoch, and in which Benjaminian 

decline was already proliferating. 

The Shift in Photographic Technology 

In the 1857 edition of Chambers’s Information for the People, under the 

subheading “Collodion Negative Process,” appears the following description:  

This is the most beautiful of all photographic processes, and is the one which 
seems, more than any other, to be capable of almost indefinite improvement. 
Pictures are taken by it almost instantaneously, with a minuteness of detail 
and a delicacy of expression which give results no less wonderful than 
beautiful.18 

This text, which is attributed to John Adamson, reveals the technological scope of the 

photographic medium in the almost seven pages it devotes to various photographic 

methods and apparatus.19 It also displays the technological predilections of the time: 

while the collodion and calotype processes are presented in some detail, the 

daguerreotype is relegated to a short paragraph. This quote confirms the primacy that 

the collodion process had achieved by the latter half of the 1850s. Developed by 

Frederick Scott Archer (1813-1857) in 1849, this method involved coating a glass 

support with collodion (a viscous mixture of guncotton, alcohol, and ether) that 

required the photographic exposure to take place while the plate was still wet (hence 

                                                 
17 Minutes, LPS (vol. 1), 28 March 1857. 
18 [John Adamson], “Photography,” in Chambers’s Information for the People (Edinburgh: William & 
Robert Chambers, 1857), 777-84. 
19 Attributed to John Adamson in his obituary in the Edinburgh Medical Journal, 286.  
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its alternate label of the “wet-plate” process).20 Although it was by no means a simple 

process, collodion nonetheless produced a more standardised negative by removing 

the most variable aspect of the calotype process, namely the paper support, while 

rivalling the detail and clarity of the daguerreotype.  

The minutes of the LPS verify that John Adamson and the St Andrews 

photographers were keeping abreast of new processes on glass.21 They also suggest 

that the era of photographic collaboration and experimentation in St Andrews was in 

decline. In 1853, they record Adamson’s presentation of “an instrument of his own 

invention for testing the sensitiveness of photographic preparations, in particular of 

collodion,” indicating that he had begun working with the medium by this point.22 

However, a diminishment in interest is apparent: photographic experiments are 

notable for their absence in the post-1850 minutes, while presentations of personal 

photographic work and indications of collaborative creations have receded with 

them.23 This is likely due in large part to the markedly improved consistency of the 

collodion medium and the resulting increase in the success of its practitioners. The 

standardisation of the collodion chemical process, along with advances made to 

camera optics, also opened the door to the commercial interests of the medium, a feat 

that the calotype had been incapable of accomplishing in Britain.24 At the same time, 

the wider technological accessibility of photography provoked a ballooning populace 

                                                 
20 Michel Frizot, “The Transparent Medium,” in A New History of Photography, ed. Michel Frizot, 91-
101 (Cologne: Könemann, 1998), 91. 
21 In 1849, Brewster presented a method invented by Abel Niépce de Saint-Victor (1805-1870) utilising 
an albumen emulsion on glass. Minutes, LPS (vol. 1), 30 November 1849. 
22 Ibid., 2 May 1853. 
23 Adamson’s presentation of his “collodion instrument” was the last that he would give to the LPS on 
the subject of photography, although he would remain an active member of the Society and an active 
photographer until his death in 1870. 
24 English calotype studios operated by Henry Collen and Antoine Claudet proved to be unsuccessful 
ventures for their operators, as did Nicolaas Henneman’s calotype business, the “Reading 
Establishment.” One key exception is Hill & Adamson’s Edinburgh studio, which prospered for the 
short duration of their partnership (1843-8). Roger Taylor, Impressed by Light: British Photographs 
from Paper Negatives, 1840-1860 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2007), 17-26. 
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of photographers, embodied in newly established photographic societies, and was 

accompanied by the fragmentation of its membership, in which the rivalling interests 

of professionals, amateurs, and “art-photographers” vied for authority.25  

Ultimately, photography’s predominance within an expansively modernised 

society pushed the medium resolutely in the direction of industrial capitalism. This 

potential for commercial photographic prosperity was combined with distinct 

aesthetic characteristics, a result of ever-improving industry standards, which 

contrasted with those of the calotype. As Adamson states, collodion is “capable of 

almost indefinite improvement,” as well as providing “a minuteness of detail and a 

delicacy of expression.” This description is interpretable as reflective of both the 

bourgeoisie’s aspiration to master technology, and their increasing desire to 

distinguish and define themselves within a mutable culture over which they were 

accruing power and control. Although John Adamson was never a professional 

photographer, his photography was impacted by these factors just as his life was 

impacted by the transition to modernity in St Andrews. The commercial and 

professional expansion of photography is thus key to contextualising and decoding its 

production in the mid- to late-nineteenth century.  

The rapid ascendency of professional photographic studios in the nineteenth 

century was largely the result of the collodion-based “carte-de-visite” portraits. Their 

small scale and rapid production enabled studios to produce vast quantities of these 

photographs during their heyday, roughly between 1859-1868.26 The notion that 

inexpensive carte-de-visite photographs “democratised” the medium is one that Steve 

Edwards disputes, suggesting that the average price of a sitting was far beyond the 

                                                 
25 This in turn lead to an identity crisis of photography in the late-nineteenth century that has arguably 
never been overcome. Steve Edwards, “A Photographic Atlas: Divisions of the Photographic Field,” in 
Edwards, The Making of English Photography, 67-116.  
26 Ibid., 89. 
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means of the typical working-class labourer (including those who worked in the 

studios themselves).27 However, the industry was nonetheless hierarchical, the 

divisions between studios drawn on the distinguishing lines increasingly delineated by 

the similarly hierarchical strata of the bourgeoisie.28 One result of the commercially 

redefined relationship between photographer and client was the increased use of props 

to symbolise wealth and status, much in the vein of portrait painting. Whereas 

accessories in early photographs generally performed a functional role as physical 

supports for the subjects during long exposures, in later studio portraiture they were 

transformed from technical adjuncts into aesthetic accoutrements.29 The artifice of 

such images creates a disjuncture between the subject and Technik (as Leslies states, 

encompassing “the material hardware, the means of production, and the technical 

relations of production”), and thus, in a Benjaminian interpretation, extinguishes aura 

from the photograph. Viewed in the context of the era’s decaying congruence, one 

discerns that the universalising potentials of photography “to reveal the whole world,” 

are subordinated to a bourgeois desire to define and reinforce their social standing 

through its visual depiction. Studio images provided a symbolic yet tangible badge of 

rank for members of a bourgeois class that was increasingly divided along 

hierarchical lines.  

Commercial interests were not the only factor affecting the wider photographic 

community at this time. Along with industrialisation appeared professionalisation, 

which created a new hierarchy of expertise and authority amongst photographers in a 

comparable manner to its restructuring the sciences. The divisions that developed 

between amateur, professional, and “art” photographers were frequently embodied in 

                                                 
27 Edwards, “A Photographic Atlas,” 74-5. 
28 Ibid., 75-105. 
29 Benjamin, “Little History,” 282. 
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the activities of photographic associations. Such organisations increased significantly 

in size and scope during the 1850s, and it was within their membership that debates 

surrounding the nature of photography ensued. Adamson himself was implicated 

peripherally in the activities of one such association, the Photographic Society of 

Scotland (PSS), established in 1856, exhibiting photographs at their exhibitions of 

1856, 1861, and 1864. Additionally, he provided prints for the 1855 photographic 

exhibition of the British Association for the Advancement of Science in Glasgow. The 

extant documentation surrounding these events is revealing of the interests and trends 

of the photographic community during this time.30 The organisation of national and 

international exhibitions was a relatively new priority – the 1855 BAAS exhibition 

was only the second of its kind in Britain – but one that attracted great attention 

judging by the numbers of exhibited works (almost 600 in Glasgow, and closer to 900 

at the PSS exhibition of 1856).31 The scale of these events was surely unfamiliar 

territory for Adamson, whose photographs had, up until that point, been displayed 

amongst his peers at the LPS meetings, or privately in albums belonging to himself 

and his friends. The wide dissemination of work by scores of photographers of both 

national and international origin was one result of the burgeoning community of 

photographic societies. That such exposure impacted both photographic technology 

and aesthetics in unquestionable; such an inquiry, however, is outside the scope of my 

discussion. These exhibitions also reinforce the primacy of the collodion-based 

                                                 
30 Records of the Photographic Society of Scotland, GD356, National Archives of Scotland, Edinburgh 
(hereafter cited as Records, PSS). Documents of the Glasgow Photographic Association, MS.250, 
Mitchell Library, Glasgow (hereafter cited as Records, GPA). Regarding the BAAS exhibition, see also 
William Buchanan, “State of the Art, Glasgow, 1855,” History of Photography 13, no. 2 (1989): 165-
182. 
31 Buchanan, “State of the Art,” 165. Photostat of unpublished catalogue, Catalogue of the First Annual 
Exhibition of the Photographic Society of Scotland, 1856, 6.1515(40), National Library of Scotland, 
Edinburgh. 
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processes over paper-based photography: by William Buchanan’s count, only three-

dozen or so of the 572 exhibits in Glasgow were processes other than wet-plate.32 

John Adamson’s Wet-Plate Collodion Photography 

How did the changing photographic landscape that I have sketched influence 

John Adamson’s photography? Its affect is discernible by changes in both his 

photographic philosophy and aesthetics. These modifications, when contrasted to his 

earlier approach to the medium, convey the impression of a photographer who was 

informed and influenced by a new technology, and yet loyal to the doctrine of a 

discarded Technik. By way of example, consider that a handful of the non-collodion 

photographs that Buchanan remarks on in his discussion of the 1855 BAAS exhibition 

were submitted by Adamson. In a letter to the Secretary of the Photographic 

Committee, Adamson stated: “the most important specimens are from calotypes but 

they were taken and fixed with ammonia in 1842 and as they show no appearance of 

fading after nearly 13 years they may prove interesting at the present time.”33 In his 

correspondence, Adamson appears to be appealing to the scientific interests of the 

Association, and in his reference to ammonia, to himself as an early experimenter and 

practitioner of the medium (plate 1.1). However, science was not his only concern: a 

second letter reveals that three of his prints from collodion negatives “are an attempt 

to show that photography is capable of something beyond mere portraiture.”34 

Adamson was both aware of and responsive to the changing conception of 

photography, where the tenuous balance between science and art was already 

buckling in favour of the latter. A year later, Adamson was clearly still preoccupied 
                                                 
32 Buchanan, “State of the Art,” 165. 
33 Adamson to William Church, Jr., 31 August 1855. Records, GPA, MS.250/3. 
34 The images are titled “Light,” “Shade,” and “A Lady as Katherine [sic] in ‘The Taming of the 
Shrew.” No extant prints are known. Adamson to William Church, Jr., 3 September 1855. Records, 
GPA, MS.250/4. 
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with these notions, as he submitted the same calotypes and his “attempts beyond 

portraiture,” to the first exhibition of the Photographic Society of Scotland.  

In the intervening five years between this exhibition and the next at which 

Adamson is known to have exhibited (the PSS exhibition of 1861), his interests have 

clearly shifted away from science. This is evidenced by a sketch, accompanying his 

submission of twelve portraits from collodion negatives on albumen paper, which 

illustrates a detailed hanging arrangement in which Adamson believes his 

“contributions would appear to the greatest advantage.” He exposes his motivations in 

the final paragraph of the letter:  

I wish very much that the large heads should be exhibited to advantage as I 
entertain a hope that they may in some small degree help to turn the public 
taste from the small “carte de visite” pictures so fashionable at present and in 
which I think the photographic art has been progressing backwards – to 
portraits of a larger size…35 

Adamson’s description of a “backward progression” to “small pictures” is reminiscent 

of the calotype photographs that he himself had produced in the early era of the 

medium. For the first time, there is an indication of John Adamson as a photographer 

who privileges the art of the medium over its science, where scale and clarity are 

prioritised over tenacious experimentation and collaboration. Yet he also rejects the 

“fashionability” of carte-de-visites, suggesting that he is opposed to the visual 

commands of the expansive commercial industry. Ultimately, Adamson’s embrace of 

collodion technology, his concern for aesthetic dictates such as sequencing, and his 

opposition to commercial imperatives position him as a photographer whose interests 

hovered between those of amateur and artist.  

Adamson’s photographs from this later period embody a similar tension to that 

which is displayed in his correspondences: both indicate the decay of congruence 

                                                 
35 Adamson to the Photographic Society of Scotland, 28 November 1861. Records, PSS, GD356/12/74. 
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between ideology and technology. Yet, despite this, the Benjaminian concept of aura 

is still manifested in many of Adamson’s collodion-based photographs. Pragmatic 

elements are implicated in the auratic appearance: for example, Adamson continued to 

use a make-shift outdoor studio setting, presumably because he lacked a suitable 

indoor venue, and the uneven seam where floorboard meets earth is often visible at 

the edges of the image (plate 2.3). As with his early photography, props tend to be 

minimal, functional, and repetitive: the same side table with a twisted base recurs as a 

support for various sitters (plates 2.2, 2.4, 2.11), while personalised accoutrements 

remain uncommon. These are not the glorifying yet incongruous images of a 

commercial studio, where “the uniqueness of the individual person was disappearing, 

replaced by the commodification of the living space.”36 On the contrary, Adamson’s 

rapport with his sitters belies a sense of comfort and trust that allows the viewer 

access to the individual. As with Adamson’s earlier efforts, there is often a sense of 

gravitas, and the semblance of exchange between photographer and subject. We feel 

as though we know something about them by the way they clutch a newspaper (plate 

2.6), grip their cane (plate 2.1) or allow a shawl to slip off their shoulder (plate 2.7). 

To paraphrase Benjamin, they do not consent to be wholly absorbed into “art.”  

At the same time, as his correspondences have illustrated, Adamson was not 

immune to the artistic and aesthetic trends of his time. While such factors are 

undeniably different from the contemporaneous commercial concerns that I have 

associated with the Benjaminian concept of decline, the establishment of an art-

photography market engendered its own commoditisation of the image, and is an area 

that is somewhat neglected in “Little History.” Thus, I propose that Adamson’s at 

times heavy-handed use of allegory (plate 2.10) and his increasing use of bourgeois 

                                                 
36 Nicholsen, “Adorno and Benjamin,” 193. 
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symbols of privilege (like photographic albums: plates 2.11, 2.12) produced 

photographs in which aura has evacuated the image frame. This circumstance can be 

accounted for if we revisit Benjamin’s notion of the manner in which a subject enters 

the photograph. While early subjects “entered the viewing space… without 

inscription,” Adamson’s later “artistic” subjects might be thought to enter that space 

in a contradictory manner; that is, they stand before the camera and, with the 

photographer’s complicity, consciously construct their reproduced image-self, as 

opposed to unconsciously revealing their individuality at a unique moment in time.37 

To return to the analogy of commodity fetishism of the face, the value of these images 

derives from the constructed end result rather than from the act of creation.  

The contradictions between John Adamson’s calotype and collodion 

photographs are not the result of a simple exchange of technology; rather, they are 

indicators of the vast shift in social, cultural and photographic conventions during his 

thirty years of practice. The photographs themselves embody the flux of the 

circumstances of their creation, and they do so through their auratic expression of 

congruence, or, less frequently, by faltering amongst the trappings of bourgeois 

capitalism. Whatever their fate, whether as relics of congruence or decline, John 

Adamson’s photographs ultimately offer the modern viewer the opportunity to 

examine the repercussions of modernity through one of the tools that executed its 

transformations. 

                                                 
37 Benjamin, “Little History,” 279. 
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CONCLUSION 

The trajectory of John Adamson’s photographic practice spans an era that was 

characterised by the social and cultural transformations that attended modernity, 

industrialisation, and the advancement of the bourgeoisie. Photography itself was 

implicated in these changes as both a technological tool and a cultural practice. Its 

role as implement and symptom of modernity impacted both its own changing 

aesthetic and the manner in which its subjects and practitioners interacted with its 

technology. 

 In the earliest days of photographic experimentation in St Andrews, Adamson’s 

fraternity with Sir David Brewster and Hugh Lyon Playfair, and his membership in 

the Literary and Philosophical Society, provide the context within which to identify 

and interpret the aesthetic and circumstantial characteristics of his images. Adamson’s 

photography was merely one manifestation of his continued faith in modern 

technology as a tool to both identify and ameliorate bourgeois class divisions. The 

congruence of constitutive elements in Adamson’s photography – his universalising 

aspirations, his subjects, and the technology itself – provides the analytical access to 

his photography that traditional aesthetic interpretations lack. These conceptual 

features are made accessible through Walter Benjamin’s concept of aura, which relies 

upon the very congruence that Adamson’s imagery reifies.  

The impact of modernity on St Andrews was multi-faceted and spanned the 

breadth of the town’s social and technological landscape. Just as photographic 

technology was progressing towards a standardised and stable medium (collodion 

negatives), the bourgeois class boundaries that appear mutable both in Adamson’s 

calotypes and his early writings were becoming delineated through the use of 

technology to further their interests. The decay of the relationship between the 



49 

 

universalising potential of technology and increasingly interior scope of bourgeois 

ideology resulted in what Benjamin describes as an era of decline, of which 

photography is only one of the victims. The industrialisation of the medium, and its 

utilisation as a tool of bourgeois self-definition sacrificed the aura that was inherent to 

early photography. Yet John Adamson’s photographs do not wholly suffer this fate: 

his employment of the collodion process demonstrates that technological determinism 

alone cannot account for the creation or destruction of aura. His later photographs 

frequently evoke the sense of congruence between technology and ideology that 

characterises his early calotype work. 

Avenues for Further Research 

As is often the case with scholarly research, this study of John Adamson’s 

photographs raises more questions than it answers. For example, further exploration 

of Adamson’s relationship with the highly influential figures of Brewster and Playfair 

would offer greater insights into his position within the local community and his early 

interaction with photography. While I have devoted some time to unravelling 

Brewster’s conception of photography, and speculating on the ways this might have 

impacted Adamson’s own outlook and production, I have only scratched the surface 

of his ideology. In limiting my scope to just two of his numerous texts about 

photography, much of Brewster’s theory remains uncharted, and is an area that 

deserves further exploration. Colonel Playfair, I fear, has been somewhat neglected in 

my study, and by histories of photography in St Andrews generally. Although I 

frequently utilise Playfair’s engagement with modernity as a foil for Adamson’s own 

outlook and activities, I do not intend to portray him as a one-dimensional character. 

Playfair’s passion for photography endured to the end of his life, and little empirical 

or theoretical research has been done to examine this aspect of the man. Such an 
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investigation would, I believe, provide a fascinating contrast to my depiction of John 

Adamson, and would prove illuminating to the social and photographic activities of 

both men.  

The primary mode of presentation of the photographs of this early group of 

experimenters is in album format, and constitutes another key subject worthy of 

investigation. Early Victorian albums are far different objects in appearance and 

function than Benjamin’s loathed post-industrial tomes.1 The “Adamson Album” and 

“Scrapbook” in the collection of the National Museums Scotland are far less formal, 

akin to scrapbooks, where the photographs are pasted in not without care, but 

frequently without ceremony.2 There is also an interesting division between the 

presentations of calotype-based and collodion-based prints. Due to their small size, 

calotypes prints allow numerous individuals to inhabit a single page of a scrapbook 

(see plates 1.2, 1.4, 1.8, 1.11). Later collodion prints are much larger in scale, and are 

thus often accorded their own page in an album, suggesting a more precious treatment 

of the images (plate 2.12). I suspect a close reading of both Adamson’s personal 

albums and his photographs in other people’s albums would open a vast terrain for 

exploration of some of the themes raised in this study. 

While I have purposefully used “Little History of Photography” as a tool, not as 

a framework, this brief but dense prose proffers other insights into photography that 

could be advantageously applied to Adamson’s work. The requited relationship 

between viewer and portrait subject, described by Nicholsen as the “reciprocal gaze”,3 

with time as the element that regulates it, is a recurrent theme in “Little History.”4 

Considered in context of Adamson’s early calotypes, when his subjects would be 

                                                 
1 Benjamin, “Little History,” 282. 
2 See Appendix A. 
3 Nicholsen, “Adorno and Benjamin,”190. 
4 Benjamin, “Little History,” 276-8. 
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seeing their photographic image for the first time amongst the other advancements of 

modernity, this concept cultivates numerous avenues of exploration. Benjamin also 

accentuates time in his discussion of the poor light-sensitivity of the calotype, which 

often required long exposures that “caused the subjects to live their way into… the 

moment.”5 The concept of indexicality, too, is one that Benjamin elucidates (although 

without using its postmodern terminology), and that would provide an extremely 

interesting juxtaposition to Brewster’s reflections on the nascent subject. 

Coda 

John Adamson’s oeuvre is a remarkable collection of photography. Throughout 

nearly thirty years of changing photographic technology, and through the societal 

transformations of modernity, Adamson retained his vision – literally and figuratively 

– of the universalising potential of bourgeois knowledge. If, at times, his photographs 

slip beneath the surface of an imperialist bourgeois visual language, they nonetheless 

never fully succumb to these ideals. Adamson’s photography endures as significant 

testament to the accomplishments and the unfulfilled potentiality of both photography 

and modernity. 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 280. 
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Plate 1.1. [John or Robert Adamson], “Portrait of John Adamson,” 1842, from a 
calotype negative 

The notation under the print reads “Fixed by ammonia in 1842” 

From the “Adamson Album,” © National Museums Scotland 
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Plate 1.2. [John Adamson], “Untitled Portraits,” c.1843, from calotype negatives 

Upper left: Adamson’s initials visible; lower right: Portrait or self-portrait of John 
Adamson, dated March 11, 1843 

From the “Adamson Scrapbook,” © National Museums Scotland 
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Plate 1.3. John Adamson, “Isabella Thomson,” c.1845, from a calotype negative 

From the “Brewster Album,” © J. Paul Getty Museum, Malibu 
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Plate 1.4. [John Adamson], “Untitled Portraits,” c.1843, from calotype negatives 

Lower image: John Adamson’s initials visible 

From the “Adamson Scrapbook,” © National Museums Scotland 
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Plate 1.5. [John Adamson], “Untitled Portraits,” c.1843, from calotype negatives 

From the “Adamson Scrapbook,” © National Museums Scotland 
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Plate 1.6. [John Adamson], “Untitled Portraits,” c.1842, from calotype negatives 

From the “Adamson Scrapbook,” © National Museums Scotland 
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Plate 1.7. [John Adamson], left “Mrs Col. Bell;” right “Mrs Clark,” 

 1846, from calotype negatives 

From the “Adamson Album,” © National Museums Scotland  
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Plate 1.8. [John Adamson], upper left “Prof. Jackson;” upper right “Prof 
Alexander;” centre “Principal Haldane;” lower left “Prof. Connel;” lower right 

“Prof. Duncan;” c.1845, from calotype negatives 

From the “Adamson Album,” © National Museums Scotland 
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Plate 1.9. [John Adamson], “Untitled Portraits,” c.1845, from calotype negatives 

Lower image: John Adamson’s initials visible 

From the “Adamson Scrapbook,” © National Museums Scotland 
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Plate 1.10. John Adamson, “James Thomson,” c.1845, from a calotype negative 

From the “Brewster Album,” © J. Paul Getty Museum, Malibu 
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Plate 1.11. [John Adamson], upper left “Mr Haig, Provost of St Andrews;” upper 
right “Catheart Methven Esq;” centre “Mr Bain;” lower left “Col. Wm. Playfair;” 

lower right “Rev. John Gleurie,” 1842, from calotype negatives 

Lower right image: John Adamson’s initials visible  

From the “Adamson Album,” © National Museums Scotland 
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Plate 1.12. John Adamson, “Dr William Thomson,” c.1845, from a calotype 
negative 

From the “Brewster Album,” © J. Paul Getty Museum, Malibu 
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Plate 2.1. “Sir Hugh Lyon Playfair,” c. 1855, from a collodion negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.2. John Adamson, “Sir David Brewster,” c.1855, from a collodion negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.3. John Adamson, “Mrs George Playfair,” c.1860, from a collodion 
negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.4. John Adamson, “Professor Syme of Edinburgh,” c.1865, from a 
collodion negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 

 

 



69 

 

 

Plate 2.5. John Adamson, “Dr Balfour, Leven,” 1864/5, from a collodion negative 

From the “Swan Thomson Album” (Album 1), Courtesy of the University of 
 St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.6. John Adamson, “Mr James Playfair, Glasgow,” c.1855, from a collodion 
negative 

From Album 5, Courtesy of the University of St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.7. John Adamson, “Untitled,” c.1865, from a collodion negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.8. John Adamson, “Dr Storrar of Edinburgh,” 1864, from a collodion 
negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.9. John Adamson, “Miss Godfrey,” c.1862, from a collodion negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.10. John Adamson, “Margaret Lyon (?),” c.1865, from a collodion negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.11. John Adamson, “Mrs Esther Adamson,” c.1856, from a collodion 
negative 

From Album 4, Courtesy of the University of St Andrews Library 
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Plate 2.12. John Adamson, “The Countess of Dudley,” c.1865, from a collodion 
negative 

From the “Playfair Album” (Album 8), Courtesy of the University of  
St Andrews Library 
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APPENDIX 

Original Photographs Consulted  

National Museums Scotland 

i. “Adamson Album” [TR1942.1.1] 
ii. “Adamson Scrapbook” [TR1942.1.2] 

Donated to the Museums by John Adamson’s son and grandson in 1942. Both Album 
and Scrapbook are believed to have been compiled by John Adamson. The Scrapbook 
was seemingly created during Adamson’s early experiments with the calotype 
process, accounting for the numerous prints that have completely disappeared, and 
contains what appear to be technical notations, as well as some titles in Adamson’s 
hand. The Album appears to have been assembled at a later date, and contains 
photographs from calotype and collodion negatives spanning the arc of Adamson’s 
career. The first dozen pages are extensively annotated by Adamson, often 
emphasising dates and referring to his own techniques, and have a retrospective feel, 
as though he were looking back to distinguish his place in early photographic practice. 

References: 
Gernsheim, “Early Misconceptions,” 12-13. 
Morrison-Low, “Amateur and Professional Photography,” 18-37. 
Morrison-Low, “An Early Partnership in Scottish Photography,” 199-214. 
Morrison-Low, “Brewster, Talbot and the Adamsons,” 130-141. 
Morrison-Low, “Sir David Brewster and Photography,” 63-73 
Morrison-Low and Christie, “‘Martyr of Science,’” 96-7. 
Smith, Disciples, 49-68. 

 

National Galleries of Scotland 

i. Untitled Album [NPG 177] 
ii. Untitled Album [NPG 178] 
iii. Loose Prints 

 

St Andrews Preservation Trust and Museum  

i. “Russell Family Album” 

Donated to the Trust in 1977. Contains primarily collodion-negative photographs, 
with images by John Adamson and Thomas Rodger, mostly unattributed. 

References: 
Di Folco, “St Andrews Preservation Trust Photographic Collection,” 156-8. 
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University of St Andrews Library Special Collections 

i. “Swan Thomson Album” [Album 1] 

Presented to the University by James Thomson in 1935, this album contains 
photographs from the collection of Laurence Swan Thomson, a photographer based in 
St Andrews in the late-nineteenth century, and including images attributed to 
Brewster, Playfair, Adamson, and Hill & Adamson, from both calotype and collodion 
negatives. 

References: 
Read, “Early Photography in Scotland,” 9-17. 
 

ii. Untitled Album [Album 4] 
iii. Untitled Album [Album 5] 

Presented to the University in 1947 by the same donor as the “Govan Album.” 
Contains portraits and views by various St Andrews photographers including 
Adamson. 

iv. “Govan Album” [Album 6] 

Formerly owned by A Govan – likely Alexander Govan, a chemist who operated a 
store in St Andrews in the mid to late-nineteenth century, and donated to the 
University in 1947. Photographs are both calotype and collodion based, and are 
attributed to A. Govan, Adamson, and Playfair, amongst others. Many are 
unattributed. 

References: 
Morrison-Low, “An Early Partnership in Scottish Photography,” 202-3. 
 

v. “Playfair Album” [Album 8] 

This album is alleged to have been assembled by John Adamson and presented to a 
member of the Playfair family. The photographs are primarily from collodion 
negatives; titles and dates are attributed in at least two later hands, neither of which 
belongs to Adamson.  
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