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Postal Profusion and Archival Scarcity:
Jacob Vitta’s Photographs of Mining in the
Gold Coast Colony as Prints and Postcards

Picture postcards originating from former colonial contexts are notably more prevalent
than the photographic prints they were based on, and these postcards’ abundance is
mainly reflected in collections in those regions to which they were sent. Embedded in
colonialist communication, these images continue to shape the history of colonial-era
photography. This article examines the photographic practices of Jacob Vitta (?-1914), a
photographer and publisher from the former Gold Coast Colony who documented the
landscape ravaged by mechanized gold mining. I trace the practices and networks in-
volved in the production and dissemination of Vitta’s postcards and photographs in order
to highlight the contradictory discursive contexts in which his photographs appeared.
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A postcard, mailed in 1910 from Tarkwa in the
British Gold Coast Colony—today’s Ghana—to
St. Columb in Cornwall, England, shows the re-
production of a precisely composed landscape
photograph (fig. 1). The smooth and still surface
of a river borders the bottom edge of the image.
On the left, wooden canoes are fanned out on
the water’s reflective surface, which is only dis-
turbed by a rough rock formation to the right.
A sloped ramp equipped with rails extends from
the riverbank to a simple wooden cottage; vio-
lently, it cuts a swath through the dense flora that
dominates the image. Against the bright back-
ground of the ramp, the figure of a worker tend-
ing the boats is minute but clearly visible. We see
part of the infrastructure of a mine, as we are
informed by the caption, “Landing Stage, Broo-
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masi Mines. Photographed and Published by Ja-
cob Vitta Tarkwa.” Emblematically, the photo-
graph foregrounds an interpretative tension. It
affirmatively displays the colonial-capitalist gold
extraction as a visual fact, with its infrastruc-
ture and imposed order, while it simultaneously
shows the environmental disruption and hints
at the social cost underlying the exploitation of
resources in the southwest of the Gold Coast
Colony. What contemporary viewers, whether
locally or in the metropole, may have read into
the image was arguably dependent on their po-
sition." Yet only one of these vantage points,
namely that of colonizers and metropolitan au-
diences, is substantially reflected in the archival
record, while traces of local reception are scarce.
This imbalance reflects the structural conditions
under which this photograph and others from
the period have been preserved, and it poses a
central challenge for assessing the work of pho-
tographers like Jacob Vitta (?- 1914).

Today, very little is known about the man who
captured the scene at least five years before the
postcard was mailed. Vitta was a local photog-
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LANDING STAGE, BROOMASI MINES

Photographed and Published by Jacob Vitta Tarkwa

1 Jacob Vitta, Landing Stage. Broomasi Mines, ca.1904, halftone print, 8.7 x13.7 cm. Author’s collection

rapher, most likely indigenous to the West Coast
of Africa. However, few historical sources sur-
vive that testify to his life history, and his precise
origins remain uncertain.” His case is similar to
that of other African photographers whose Eu-
ropean-sounding names render their identifica-
tion difficult, and whose careers and biographies
have only received intensified scholarly attention
in the last two decades.? Catering to both West-
ern and local elites, these photographers played
an active role in shaping the visual culture of
the colonial era that is only partially reflected by
what remains of their work.* Vitta’s photographs
have survived mainly in the form of postcards
like the one described above. From at least 1904
until 1912, he was based in Tarkwa, a town in
the southwest of the Gold Coast Colony shaped
by mining. There, he operated a photographic
studio and worked as a publisher of postcards.
During this rather short yet prolific period, he
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published more than 400 editions of postcards,
with his total print run likely numbering in the
hundreds of thousands.’ Examples of these post-
cards are dispersed across numerous collections
and are still offered for sale at auctions and vari-
ous online platforms. By contrast, original pho-
tographic prints are rare. To my knowledge, only
72 prints from Vitta’s career survived in institu-
tional archives and private collections.
Outlining Vitta’s practice, then, is a problem
both of scarcity and of abundance. Postcards
bearing Vitta’s photographs, captioned, mailed,
and collected by colonizing audiences, testify
to their use-value in communication between
colony and metropole. Their wide availability
and the concurrent lack of other forms of Vitta’s
photographs, which might speak to how his im-
ages were received within the Gold Coast Colony,
can obscure that his images subtly register a con-
tradiction that complicates their implication in
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colonial-capitalist tropes. Photographing the in-
frastructure of gold mining in the early twentieth-
century Gold Coast Colony meant recording the
environmental destruction and social disruption
sustained by resource extraction. This tension
demands a re-reading of Vitta’s photographs that
moves between the abundance of postcards and
the scarcity of prints, and accounts for both their
complicity in reinforcing narratives of colonial
progress and control and their potential to un-
settle those very narratives. Addressing the “im-
plicit histories” embedded in Vitta’s postcards, I
approach them not merely as archival remnants
of colonial communication but as sites where
meaning remains unsettled.’ To illustrate this, I
trace the networks of production and distribution
of Vitta’s postcards and photographic prints by
following three versions of the image described at
the outset of this text. It has survived not only as
a postcard; at least two other copies still exist as
albumen prints. All three examples differ in their
materiality, initial purposes, and current loca-
tions. I will trace the three copies of the image
through three individual collections, each repre-
sentative of a distinct archival context, reading
them along the grain of these archival holdings
to examine how specific contexts and material
forms shape their interpretations and to outline
Vitta’s agency in the production and dissemina-
tion of postcards. Building on this, I resituate
his photographs within the historical discourses
surrounding their production in order to recon-
struct some of the meanings that Vitta’s images
potentially held for local audiences, even in the
face of meager archives of material evidence and
biographical data.

“Photographed and Published by
Jacob Vitta, Tarkwa”

Thanks to the extensive research of several schol-
ars, we have substantial insights into the lives
and practices of a number of Vitta’s predecessors
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and contemporaries” What these established
figures among West African photographers have
in common is that the availability of substantive
biographical information enabled the recon-
struction of their careers. Such data on Vitta is
scarce. It is only the end of his life, in late March
or early April 1914, that is documented. While
he is now a completely obscure figure, Vitta
achieved some prominence during his lifetime.
Two Cape Coast-based newspapers, both pub-
lished under African ownership and editorship,
report on his apparently premature passing.8 A
correspondent for The Gold Coast Nation was,
on 7 May 1914, the first to announce the “death of
Mr. Jacob Vitta, the famous photographer” from
Tarkwa, noting that “he served the town will [sic]
by his profession and we deeply regret the loss of
his honourable services.” The Gold Coast Leader
followed just over a week later, on 16 May 1914:
“The sad intelligence of the death of Mr. Jacob
Vitta at Accra, wither he had gone for medical
treatment, reached us here last week and threw
the town into commotion. The deceased was
well known here as a photographer of good fame,
taking on jobs from both whitemen and natives
and no doubt his death is one that will be greatly
felt by the community at large.”** Although he
was clearly well known in his own time, be-
yond these notifications of his death and their
mentions of Tarkwa as his place of residence—
which may or may not also have been his place
of birth—we know next to nothing about Vitta.
There is no information about how he learned his
trade and, as with many African photographers
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
apart from postcards and a few prints, there are
no known traces of any other material relating to
his business, such as his negatives.

Despite the paucity of biographical data, it is
possible to assess the extent of Vitta’s postcard
production by his use of the distinctive cap-
tion “Photographed and Published by Jacob
Vitta, Tarkwa.”* It is thanks to paratexts like this
that we are able to identify his photographs as
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both prints and postcards and to treat them as
a reasonably coherent body of work. Only a few
photographers of the period chose to publicly
declare authorship of their images reproduced
on postcards, as the cards more commonly were
attributed to local businesses or large missionary
publishers. Vitta, however, claimed two impor-
tant roles in the production and distribution of
postcards. Extant postcards with his statement of
authorship show that he was active as a publisher
at least between 1904 and 1912, as evidenced both
by serial numbers printed on the postcards and
by their cancellations once they were mailed.
While the earliest known example of his post-
cards dates to 1904, we do not know if Vitta pub-
lished earlier photographs or postcards without
reference to his authorship before this starting
year of his eight-year active period. Identification
of Vitta’s images is further complicated by the
fact that he occasionally made his photographs
available to local companies that then published
them as postcards under their own names, with
no credit given to him. Conversely, Vitta also
published other photographers’ work under his
name. Often, but not always, in such cases he
used an abbreviated caption to credit himself
only as the publisher, but did not give the pho-
tographer’s name.”

From his surviving postcards, we can estab-
lish that his work focused largely on a geographi-
cally narrow region surrounding Tarkwa in the
southwest of the Gold Coast Colony. Tarkwa was
intimately linked with one of his most important
photographic subjects: mining. Located at the
center of a region that was increasingly char-
acterized by foreign mechanized gold mining,
much of his known work depicts mining facili-
ties and documents sites and infrastructure be-
tween the coastal city of Sekondi and the inland
regional capital of Kumasi. This area underwent
massive changes at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. Particularly in the five years before
Vitta created his first documented postcards, the
British further expanded their colonial rule and
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intensified capitalist exploitation of the region.
In 1898, British colonizers began construction of
a railroad line in Sekondi that by 1901 stretched
to the towns of Tarkwa and Obuasi, and ulti-
mately reached Kumasi in 1903. Kumasi, the
capital of the Ashanti Kingdom, had been occu-
pied by British troops since 1896, and following
the end of the Fifth Anglo-Ashanti War in Sep-
tember 1900, the kingdom was formally annexed
into the British Gold Coast as a ‘protectorate’ in
1902.

The consolidation of colonial rule and the
construction of this new railroad line proved
to be a boon for foreign gold mining.” Concur-
rently, other regions with substantial gold de-
posits, particularly South Africa and Western
Australia, witnessed a decline in production ca-
pacity due to substantial shifts in their political
and economic situations. Consequently, a large
number of European, American, and Australian
mining employees and managers migrated to
the Gold Coast Colony." The increase in popu-
lation due to intercontinental migration and in-
ternal migration of African indentured laborers
had a direct impact on the demand for means of
communication. Precise numbers are difficult
to pin down, as the yearly volume of letters and
postcards varied. However, British government
reports tied this fluctuation in correspondence
volume immediately to “the interest aroused by
the mining enterprise on the Gold Coast.

While we do not know why Vitta began pro-
ducing postcards—or at least postcards with his
own imprimatur—in 1904, the concurrent rising
demand may have been an incentive. In addi-
tion, mining companies may have hired photog-
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raphers to document their facilities, and indeed
some of Vitta’s postcards state that they were cre-
ated to be sold at specific mines. Certainly, the
resulting photographs provided him with a lu-
crative business opportunity, images that could
be repurposed as postcards in an economic oft-
shoot of the mining industry. The region’s trans-
formations—-colonial expansion, intensified

331



PAY DAY. AKOON MINES

Photographed and Published by Jacob Vi\tta. Tarkwa

2 Jacob Vitta, Pay Day, Akoon Mines, ca.1907, halftone print, 8.5x13.6 cm. Author’s collection

mining operations and wage labor, railroad con-
struction, and rapid demographic shifts—are
vividly reflected in the postcards Vitta produced
in the following years. In precisely composed
views, his pictures capture numerous mines and
extraction sites, and the surrounding housing
estates and villages of local and Western work-
ers and employees; these often appear set against
the backdrop of the densely wooded landscape.
Most cards include additional captions that in-
dicate Vitta’s awareness of recent industrial and
infrastructural changes in the region. Existing
postcards show almost all then-extant mining
facilities. Not only does Vitta identify the loca-
tions of his photographs with precision; titles
such as “Ashanti Obuasi Gold Mines Corpora-
tion (G.C.), W. Africa” or “The New Head Gear
Taquah and Abosso Mines” also name the opera-
tors and indicate structural innovations. Certain
locations are depicted on multiple occasions over
the years, as evidenced by a number of images
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featuring the same subjects and titles, such as
“Latest View Tarkwa Native Village (G.C.), W.
Africa”. Besides showing infrastructure, a few of
Vitta’s postcards also illustrate related activities
identified by captions such as “Miners bringing
out the Truck” or “Pay Day” (fig. 2).

Most of Vitta’s surviving postcards show
scenes from the region around his place of busi-
ness. Some cards, however, also indicate a degree
of itinerancy not uncommon among photogra-
phers at the time. The images reproduced on
these cards show scenes from the neighboring
territories of Sierra Leone, Togo, and Nigeria.*
A single photograph now held by the German
Historical Museum suggests that Vitta operated
a studio in Cameroon at an unspecified point in
time, as the image’s stamp locates him in “Akwa
Town Cameroons,” rather than in Tarkwa.”
While landscapes that show the infrastructure
of mining are a central subject of a majority of
Vitta’s surviving postcards, his portfolio was
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nevertheless broader. Some postcards show gen-
eral views and street scenes of the region’s towns
while another group of postcards comprises re-
productions of studio and portrait photographs.
The latter were presumably created for local cus-
tomers before Vitta repurposed these originally
private images as postcards. The captions for
these cards range from benevolent comments
to generalizing and sometimes stereotyping at-
tributions. A smaller number of cards also show
specific, dated events such as ““The acting Gov-
ernor giving Lecture Agri Show Sekondi 25th
Nov. 1907 Sekondi’ (G.C.), W. Africa.” Addition-
ally, a few postcards indicate that Vitta also took
photographs at official functions of the colonial
government, which he possibly printed on post-
cards to further his reputation especially with
his Western clients.”® Four postcards, for ex-
ample, published by Vitta from 1908 onwards
in several editions show meetings of local rulers
with colonial officials that were held “at the re-
quest of G[old].C[oast]. Government.”

Material Histories and Colonial Frames

The beginning of Vitta’s verifiable photographic
practice in 1905 coincides not only with an up-
tick in circulation of mail due to colonial expan-
sion and a global redistribution of British min-
ing, but specifically with a period of postcards’
tremendous popularity. In the first decade of the
twentieth century, photographically illustrated
postcards had become a global mass medium
circulating in the billions.” Not only did post-
cards provide a cheap and rapid means of com-
munication with a global reach, but they were
also one of the most widely disseminated forms
of photographic images. Crucially, they were not
neutral vessels. As a medium predominantly is-
sued by Western photographers and publishers
and used by an audience from the Global North
and West, most postcards from colonial-era Af-
rica were tailored to the expectations and pref-
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erences of this clientele.® Long undervalued as
mere artifacts of mass culture, postcards have
more recently become the subject of academic
inquiry and have been reconsidered as vehicles
of colonial ideologies that offer insights into
Western perceptions and imaginaries. The abun-
dance of postcards, both at their time of publica-
tion and now, has rendered them an “unexpected
yet major source” for a global history of photog-
raphy.* They are, however, a peculiar source that
warrants closer scrutiny.

As a growing body of scholarship has empha-
sized over the last two decades, photographic
meaning is not at all fixed, but contingent upon
the contexts of reception and materiality.** Pho-
tographs gain meaning not only from what they
depict, but also from how they circulate, are
handled, inscribed, and displayed.” In the case
of postcards, this approach has been particu-
larly fruitful—as, in the words of Sophie Junge,
“quintessential traveling objects” they can have
divergent meanings depending on their location
and the “changing social facts of ownership and
display in different discursive contexts.”** Char-
acterized by hybridity between image and text,
postcards, more than other photo-objects, often
retain immediate traces of their use. The names
of sender and recipient, added text, postage
stamps, and cancellations are regularly available
and inseparably embedded in the object, allow-
ing the dissemination of postcards and commu-
nication through them to be substantially recon-
structed.” Yet, these same traces can become
overdetermining. While Elizabeth Edwards
cautions that “the forensic ‘noise’ of the content,
and the focus on ideologies of iconographies”
can overshadow the wealth of information we
can gain from photographs’ material properties,
in the case of postcards, there is a risk of the re-
verse.” The “murmur of small voices,” as Naomi
Schor has called the polyphony of fleeting and
banal inscriptions embedded in postally used
cards, can provide valuable insights into the per-
ceptions of their Western audiences.” If left un-
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questioned, that same “murmur,” perpetuated by
readily available postcards and their loquacious
social biographies, may lend undue stability to
colonial viewpoints that a closer reading would
unsettle.

We can, however, revisit photographically il-
lustrated postcards through a different lens.
Exemplarily, they signify a shift that Geoffrey
Batchen suggests was brought about by the
advent of photomechanical reproduction—a
“displacement of the photographic image from
the photograph.”*®* While such reproductions
introduce a rupture between images and their
origin, they remain “inextricably linked to the
photograph itself.”* Insisting on this link, we
can approach postcards as proxies for the now-
lost original prints in order to complicate pre-
sentist interpretations. Then, not in spite of, but
because of their deep entanglement with colo-
nial discourse, postcards remain a particularly
instructive case for Ann Laura Stoler and Fred-
erick Cooper’s programmatic proposition “that
metropole and colony, colonizer and colonized,
need to be brought into one analytic field.”** As
tangible links between these poles, photographi-
cally illustrated postcards provide material evi-
dence of how images circulated through impe-
rial networks. At the same time, they preserve
the images of photographers such as Vitta. By
treating postcards as stand-ins, we can begin to
trace the contours of absent photographic prac-
tices and their possible resonances.

Imaginative Landscapes

The tension between the material presence of
postcards and their embedded colonial fram-
ing becomes particularly pronounced in Vitta’s
landscape photographs. The numerous surviv-
ing examples in Western archives confirm that
Vitta’s images circulated widely between West-
ern colonizers in the Gold Coast and their met-
ropolitan networks, posing precisely the meth-
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odological concerns outlined previously. To
examine more closely how these postcards func-
tioned in communication between colony and
metropole, we can revisit the card showing the
“Landing Stage, Broomasi Mines” introduced in
figure 1. Such images can be readily integrated
into an established narrative about the “Afri-
can landscape” that must have been widely rec-
ognized by Westerners. In the words of James
Ryan, “the dense foliage of Africa’s tropical en-
vironments has been regarded by generations of
Europeans as offering both the promise of abun-
dant riches and the dangers of the unknown and
death.”® This trope, tried and tested not least via
photography, is easily connected to Vitta’s repre-
sentation of the river scene: the dense vegetation
encroaching on the fragile wooden structure
and the narrow landing stage evokes inaccessi-
bility and hardships, yet also the triumph of im-
posed order. For metropolitan viewers, such im-
agery validated both the risks and the rewards of
colonial enterprise.

This postcard was one of at least 20 bearing
Vitta’s trademark that were addressed to a Miss
Muriel Irene Hellyar in St. Columb, Cornwall
(fig. 3).* Dispatched over a seven-month period
from February through October 1910, some of
the cards are signed, while others share identi-
cal handwriting, suggesting they were sent by
the same individual. These postcards were pre-
served in a private collection compiled around
the theme of mining, where they were grouped
with other visual material related to global ex-
tractive industries.® The cancellations, where
visible, show that they were all mailed from
Tarkwa. The sender appears to have been a Brit-
ish mine employee who may have followed the
emigration of Cornish miners after the collapse
of the local mining industry. He selected those
postcards from Vitta’s portfolio that visualized
the very reason for his presence in the region. All
of them show the infrastructure of gold min-
ing. The card with the earliest date details the
sender’s activities at the Abontiakoon mine near
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Statf ond ianagar’s Bungelows, Bibani Mines (G.C.),
W. A,
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3 Hellyar convolute of 20 postcards by Jacob Vitta, ca. 1905- 1910, halftone and (colorized) collotype prints.
Author’s collection
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FRONT VIEW ABONTIAKOON MINES

Photographed and Published by Jacob Vitta, Tarkwa

4 Jacob Vitta, Front View Abontiakoon Mines, ca.1907, halftone print, 8.5x13.6 cm. Author’s collection

Tarkwa. Sent just three days after the event de-
scribed, the inscription reads: “The mine I went
over on 25/2/10. Down the shaft on the left which
is 1900 feet deep” (fig. 4). The sender must have
relied on the visual potential of the reproduced
photographs, as most of his own added text is
short and banal. However, two cards also testify
to risks, both for the workers and for those who
stayed at home. One of these reads, “the place I
marked 2 is where your brother Dickie got hurt”
it therefore visualizes the location where an acci-
dent happened to the addressee’s relative (fig. 5).
Sent home as a regular sign of life, the cards tes-
tify to the sender’s well-being and document his
presence in the landscape, which appears to be
due solely to the—sometimes dangerous—un-
dertaking of colonial-capitalist exploitation of
the gold deposits.

In this context Vitta’s postcards establish
what Junge calls a “colonialist iconography to
be sent around the world.”** They contribute to

336

the proliferation of colonial orders of knowl-
edge, which, as W.J.T. Mitchell posits, legitimize
the subjugation of territories as the expansion
of “‘culture’ and ‘civilization” into a ‘natu-
ral” space.”” Reproduced on postcards, land is
transformed into landscape—stripped of speci-
ficity, turned into a commodity, and circulated
globally. Embedded in visual conventions and
practices that render them nearly indistinguish-
able from those of their European counterparts,
postcards produced by local photographers and
publishers, such as Vitta’s, contribute to the
symbolic appropriation of colonized land* Yet,
as Edward Said reminds us, the discursive pro-
duction of what he called “imaginative geogra-
phies” is not reciprocal: images used by coloniz-
ers to assert control over territory do not yield
the same meanings for those subjected to that
control.” This asymmetry becomes particularly
apparent in the communicative function of the
20 postcards from Tarkwa. If the landscape de-
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Caquah & SAbosso Mines from Sitone Bungalow.

5 Jacob Vitta, Taquah and Abosso Mines from Stone Bungalow, 1908, collotype print, 8.9 x13.7 cm. Author’s collection

picted in these cards is subjected to a logic of ex-
traction, this meaning derives not only, or even
primarily, from the photographic image itself.
Rather, it is shaped by existing iconographies
and the postcard’s material form, its addressees,
inscriptions, circulation, and eventual preser-
vation. In other words, while a colonial or “ex-
tractive gaze” may be inferred from the image’s
composition or iconography, that gaze is con-
solidated through use?® The traces of this use
contribute to stabilizing the colonial meaning of
Vitta’s photographs and continue to shape how
they are read today. Arguably, it risks reifying
these valences into what Edwards has termed an
“archival identity” that dominates any interpre-
tation.”
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From Photograph to Postcard to
Archival Record

Tracing the networks of the production of post-
cards accounts for a far more entangled network
than the one-sided trajectory of postal use sug-
gests. While the production of postcards after
1900 was industrial and global in scale, few ar-
chival traces of the involvement of African ac-
tors have survived. Vitta’s case offers a rare ex-
ception. Entered into the records of the London
Stationers’ Company in 1906 we can find a pho-
tographic print showing the same image as the
postcard of the “Landing Stage, Broomasi Mines”
(fig. 6). Apparently, the original photograph had
already been to Europe before it was repeatedly
mailed there, reproduced on a postcard. The
largest extant body of original photographic
prints associated with Vitta is held by the British
National Archives in Kew, which keeps the re-
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co of Abode of
Copyright.

Name and Place of Abode of
Author of Work.

o 4
N.B.—Tn filling up the first column the deseription should commente thus: “Painting,” « Drawing,” or “ Photograph,” as the case may be. All names in mowén , and.

fifth columns to be written in full.

Tn all cases where a Painting, Drawing, or Negative of a Photograph is transferred for the first timo by tho owner to any other person, the Copyright will cease to exist, unless
at or before the time of such transfer an agreement in writing be signed by the transferee reserving tho Copyright to the owner, or by the owner transferring the Copyright to the
transforce, as may be the intention of the parties ; and the date of such agreement and the names of the partios thereto must be inserted above, or registration will be o protection.

The second and third columns are only to be used when there is a written agreement or assignmont.

6 Copyright registration form with attached photograph: Jacob Vitta, Photograph. The Landing Stage Broomasi Mines,
ca.1904, albumen print, 14.9 X 20.3 cm. Kew, London, The National Archives, COPY 1/498/23

cords of the Stationers’ Company’s copyright of-
fice. The collection comprises 61 albumen prints,
two half-tone prints, and two postcards, which
Vitta submitted in three installments. Amid var-
ious visual materials from other postcard pub-
lishers and British amateur photographers alike,
two sets of Vitta’s prints were registered in quick
succession on 31 May and 6 June 1906, with an-
other following on 25 April 1907. Each picture is
accompanied by a corresponding form used to
register Vitta’s copyright to the specific image.
Nearly all of the registered images correspond
to known postcards that Vitta published under
his name. Furthermore, the albumen prints sub-
mitted for copyright registration are not merely
archival records; they were the very same prints
used in the postcard production process. As
such, they served both as legal documentation
and as source material for reproduction, likely
handled by a London-based printer.
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In seeking to copyright his photographs, Vitta
was acting in a manner fully in keeping with
contemporaneous discourse. The rapidly in-
creasing demand for picture postcards at the
beginning of the twentieth century led to a ris-
ing demand for photographic material. This lent
a new urgency to debates about the unauthor-
ized reproduction of photographs. Already in
1862, coinciding with the advancement of tech-
niques of photo-mechanical reproduction, the
British Fine Arts Copyright Act was amended
to include photographic images.* This permit-
ted the Stationers’ Company in London to grant
exclusive rights to reproduce images provided
the authors were “a British subject, or a resident
within Her Majesty’s dominions.”* At least four
photographers from West Africa—Neils Wal-
win Holm, Frederick Grant, Jonathan Adagogo
Green, and Jacob Vitta—made use of this legisla-
tion between 1883 and 1907.** Vitta was the last
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of these, but he registered the greatest number
of images. Vitta’s registration of his photographs,
along with his likely reliance on a London-based
printer for their reproduction, shows how pic-
ture postcard production at the beginning of the
twentieth century was already a transnational
enterprise. Indeed, for European photographers,
a “double pendulum swing” was characteristic.*
They travelled to the African continent to take
photographs, which were then returned to Eu-
rope to be printed. The resulting postcards were
shipped back to the region where the images had
been taken, to be sold and mailed, often again
to Europe. African photographers like Vitta also
participated in this system but followed a differ-
ent rhythm. Already based at the site of photo-
graphic production, their engagement typically
comprised half a pendulum swing less.
Although this was a highly interconnected
industry, surprisingly little information is avail-
able on the exact processes of soliciting and ful-
filling orders between Africa and Europe in the
decades before the First World War. During this
time, representatives known as “jobbers” were
active worldwide on behalf of printers and pub-
lishers, distributing postcards and taking or-
ders.* Vitta also appears to have relied on the
services of such intermediaries. It is likely that a
jobber or agent took Vitta’s photographic prints,
labelled them with his instructions, and brought
them to London to be produced, as Vitta did not
personally sign any of the copyright registra-
tion forms. Two are signed by a William Tylar,
claiming to act as “agent for Jacob Vitta, Tarkwa.”
Tylar, a Birmingham-based camera manufac-
turer, also participated in the booming postcard
business.* At the end of 1904, just a few months
before the earliest known postcards by Vitta ap-
pear, Tylar placed an advertisement in The Prac-
tical Photographer, a magazine which circulated
among photographers on the west coast of Afri-
ca.* Here, Tylar offered the production of post-
cards in editions of between 250 and 1,000, ad-
vertising them as “beautifully reproduced in the
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collotype process.”¥” Regardless of how Vitta and
Tylar came to do business together, the result
may have disappointed Vitta. The two postcards
enclosed with the copyright registration forms
signed by Tylar are halftone prints of extremely
poor quality. As a result, Vitta seems to have
started looking for alternatives, and the remain-
ing applications of 1906 and 1907 are signed “per
procurationem” by another middleman named
Thomas Clark.

Looking at the albumen prints archived with
the Stationers” Company, it is easy to see why
Tylar’s products were not likely to have satisfied
Vitta’s high standards. Measuring an average of
15 %20 cm, the prints are meticulously crafted,
with precise composition and fine printing, un-
derscoring his aesthetic ambitions. They also
testify to Vitta’s efforts to transfer these qualities
to his postcards. Many of the registered albumen
prints show extensive and detailed retouching,
likely carried out at Vitta’s studio prior to being
sent abroad. These interventions were clearly
aimed at optimizing the printed results. While
postcards were a lucrative commodity, Vitta’s
craftsmanship suggests he did not sacrifice qual-
ity for profit. Inscriptions on the albumen prints’
versos indicate that Vitta ordered between 500
and 1,500 postcards per image. He reduced the
median from 1,000 copies in 1906 to 500 in 1907,
possibly adapting to sales. Nevertheless, the total
number produced in those two years alone ex-
ceeded 50,000 copies. In addition, the versos of
the original albumen prints in the archive carry
handwritten captions and Vitta’s characteristic
author’s line, most of which match the corre-
sponding postcards.*® The registration of copy-
right itself, to which we owe this archive, may also
have been part of Tylar’s offer and, later, Clark’s.
One print includes the instruction “Please reg-
ister at the Stationer’s [sic] Hall.”* It is difficult
to determine if copyright registration prevented
the appropriation of images by other publishers.
Although Vitta continued to have some of his
postcards printed with the remark “Copyright,”
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he did not register any prints after 1907. This may
also be due to the fact that he moved the produc-
tion of his postcards outside of British territories.
The different layouts of the surviving cards sug-
gest that Vitta frequently changed manufactur-
ers, and at least one of these was not British but
German. Indeed, Germany was home to a num-
ber of large printing houses that fulfilled orders
for customers worldwide. Among these custom-
ers were several African photographers such as
Neils Walwin Holm and his son Justus C. Holm,
who published postcards under the label “pho-
toholm” that were “Printed at the works in Ger-
many.” William Stephen Johnston, who worked
along the coast of West Africa, had at least some
editions printed in Trier, Germany*° Eventually,
Vitta’s business also crossed the domains of im-
perial powers—from 1908 onwards, he employed
the services of the Leipzig-based company Dr.
Trenkler & Co., one of the largest German print-
ing houses, which supplied a global network of
customers.” Characteristic serial numbers indi-
cate that Vitta had his postcards printed there
exclusively for the remainder of his career, until
1912°* Their products, high-quality collotypes,
some colored by hand or by machine, seem to
have provided Vitta with an adequate representa-
tion of his photographs. While we know nothing
about how the collaboration with Dr. Trenkler &
Co. came about, whether through a jobber, an ad-
vertisement from Trenkler’s London office, or a
contact Vitta met during his time in Cameroon,
this underscores that the postcard industry ex-
ceeded immediate relationships between impe-
rial powers and their colonies.”

Vitta’s copyrighted photographs allow for in-
sights into an industry that is otherwise poorly
documented. They demonstrate that he was an
active and invested participant in the transna-
tional production of postcards. More than that,
he took advantage of legislation that, in his colo-
nial context, extended certain legal protections
to colonized subjects. As a resident “within Her
Majesty’s dominions,” he inscribed himselfin an
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archive that preserved the photographs not for
colonial knowledge production, but as intellec-
tual property. The Stationers’ Company archive
in this respect operated less under an ideologi-
cal rationale than an administrative one. Today,
these prints offer the most immediate evidence
of Vitta’s aesthetic choices and professional am-
bitions. Situated between material photograph
and intellectual property, they mark the transi-
tion from original image to mass-produced post-
card. That they have survived is not incidental to
the history they make accessible. Vitta’s engage-
ment with legal and commercial infrastructures
preserved what is otherwise largely missing: the
material traces of authorship.

Beyond the Postcard

Surviving postcards and copyright prints reveal
much about how Vitta’s photographs circulated
within colonial communication practices and
commercial infrastructures. Far less is known
about how they were received and used in lo-
cal contexts. A set of nine individual albumen
prints, clearly attributed to Vitta, provides evi-
dence of his Western clientele in the Gold Coast
Colony. While the full scope of Vitta’s commer-
cial practice remains difficult to reconstruct,
these prints offer a rare example of photographic
formats beyond those used for the production
of postcards and are potentially more reflective
of Vitta’s photographic latitude. Some of these
prints resemble familiar postcard views, while
others seemingly document private events and
suggest that Vitta may have tailored his images
for different audiences. Like the prints submit-
ted for copyright registration, the nine prints
in the set are uniformly sized to approximately
15 x 20 cm, roughly the dimensions of a full nega-
tive plate. However, they are mounted on larger
cardboard supports measuring 25.3 X 30.1cm,
and bear a stamped logo crediting “Jacob Vitta,
Tarkwa.”
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7 Jacob Vitta, Scene. Ancobra River West Africa, ca.1904,
15.1X 20.3 cm, mounted on cardboard. Author’s collection

Among these prints, we once again encounter
a version of the familiar river landscape already
seen both as a postcard and in the Stationers’
Company archive (fig. 7). The name of the mine
and the function of the site have been omitted
from the caption, which now simply states, in
stylized handwriting, “Scene. Ancobra River,
West Africa.” This generic, commodifying cap-
tion suggests that Vitta intended such images for
sale as ready-made prints, appealing to buyers
interested in landscape views rather than spe-
cific mining sites. Two additional prints in the
set show scenes that are also known from Vit-
ta’s postcards and were likely available both as
prints and as cards. A third print is similar in
style and content, although no corresponding
postcard has yet been identified. These four im-
ages indicate that Vitta maintained a portfolio of
reproducible views intended for sale, likely avail-
able at his studio or through intermediaries. The
remaining five prints in the set, however, stand
apart from this group and show a more bespoke
aspect of Vitta’s practice. They appear to docu-
ment specific events and were likely commis-
sioned by individual clients. One print, as is sug-
gested by an inscription which may or may not
be accurate and which was added later in felt-tip
on the verso, shows “the author and his crew of
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8 Jacob Vitta, untitled, before 1910, 15.1X 20.3 cm,
mounted on cardboard. Author’s collection

natives, on construction work.” Two other pho-
tographs show mourners at a funeral (fig. 8), and
the final two show variations of a “Miner’s Fare-
well Dinner.”

The provenance of the prints is largely un-
clear, but one bears a handwritten Vancouver
address on the verso as the only clue to their
trajectory. They were sold by a Vancouver-based
auction house on eBay, from where I eventually
acquired them. Although we cannot identify
the original clients or trace the route by which
these prints arrived in Canada, their subject
matter suggests that Vitta’s practice included
commissioned photography alongside his post-
card production and that his images circulated
in more personal and variable ways than the
standard postcard format. While, like post-
cards, these prints also followed the vectors and
hierarchies of colonial-capitalist extraction of
resources and views, they simultaneously high-
light the absence of similar material for local
reception.

Contemporary newspapers, especially the two
Cape Coast-based outlets, The Gold Coast Leader
and The Gold Coast Nation, offer limited but tell-
ing references that suggest a circulation of Vitta’s
photographs within the Gold Coast Colony. The
Gold Coast Leader, in its obituary on Vitta, con-
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firms that he did cater to the demands of “both
whitemen and natives.” If only implicitly, we can
assess the extent of Vitta’s work commissioned
by local customers through the studio portraits
that he repurposed as postcards. The numerous
examples suggest that this was an important
part of his enterprise. In general, selling for-
merly private commissions to the public was a
practice so widespread among publishers at the
time that it evoked critical responses by contem-
porary commentators concerned with privacy
and consent.’* A local reception of Vitta’s images
other than private commissions is suggested
again in The Gold Coast Leader. On 22 Febru-
ary 1908, a very brief tribute to Vitta praised his
work, noting “the photographic Almanacs of
the views of the mines & c. by Mr. Jacob Vitta
are absolutely works of art and Mr. Vitta has our
congratulations.”” The reference to “almanacs”
suggests an outlet for his work that has since
been lost but possibly refers to an illustrated
yearbook even though the exact format remains
unclear. More significantly, the description of
the photographs as “art” introduces a register of
aesthetic appreciation that differs markedly from
those outlined above. This same newspaper gives
important context by suggesting a local public
interest in photography, particularly landscape
photography. In advance of an agricultural show
held in Sekondi in November 1907, the paper’s
editors issued a request for prints to be displayed
in the “Photographic Section” of the fair: “The
loan of interesting photographs of West Africa,
especially of tropical foliage and scenery, will
be gratefully accepted, and special steps will
be taken to ensure their safety.”>® While the fair
mainly addressed a Western audience, and we do
not know whether Vitta responded to this call,
we do know from several of his postcards that
he photographed the fair itself. Taken together,
these fragments indicate that there was at least
some public interest in photography within the
local African press and possibly among its read-
erships. This supports the proposition that Vit-

342

ta’s images may have circulated locally in ways
that differ from the postcard format, and that
their interpretations might have been shaped by
experiences and concerns that diverged from the
extractive gaze of colonizers.

Picturing Political Forests

In order to establish a possible context in which
Vitta’s photographs, now absent, might have func-
tioned in their original local context, I suggest
that it is instructive to return to the prints and
postcards in Western archives, but to shift the
focus from the objects to the images themselves.
Indeed, Vitta may have pursued more nuanced
forms of image production than is initially sug-
gested by the postcards used for communication
between colony and metropole or the prints he
submitted for copyright and sold as commodities.

The aesthetic coherence of Vitta’s composi-
tions and the detailed retouching on the prints
and postcards described above indicate remark-
able care in their production. He meticulously
embedded the infrastructure of the gold mines
in his landscape compositions; at other times, he
devoted large parts of the image to the flora sur-
rounding a mine. People often appear as small
figures, deliberately staged to provide a sense of
scale for both landscapes and the technical struc-
tures of the mining facilities. The effort of stag-
ing is reflected in the degree of precision with
which Vitta arranged the compositions of many
of his photographs. However, this precision does
not always result in harmonious or picturesque
images. This tension is particularly evident in
one of the photographs in the set of nine prints
discussed above. The image shows only sparse
remnants of a forest and is captioned “Recre-
ation, Room, Abontiakoon, Gold Mine” (fig. 9).
It stands out for its unusual composition. The
building described in the caption occupies only
the upper part of the image. The lower half shows
a barren slope, hardly worth photographing if it
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9 Jacob Vitta, Recreation, Room, Abontiakoon, Gold Mine, before 1910, 15.5 X 20.3 cm, mounted on cardboard. Author’s
collection

were not for the large tree stump that dominates
the foreground, even though it appears slightly
out of focus. The composition not only places the
stump prominently within the frame but visu-
ally aligns it with the building and a group of
human figures above. The camera’s focus is on
seven workers on a deck just outside of the “Rec-
reation Room.” Although these figures appear
small in the image, they also seem to have been
deliberately posed there. The workers are looking
at the photographer, who has positioned himself
in front of the tree stump, so that it appears in
their line of sight. Two of them hold a large saw
between them, visually and symbolically con-
necting them to the deforested foreground. This
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compositional intention suggests that the stump,
the saw, and the posed figures together may form
a legible motif of labor and environmental trans-
formation. The photograph draws attention to
ecological disruption as something made visible,
framed and potentially meaningful within the
image itself. Indeed, in many of his photographs,
Vitta repeatedly allocates considerable space to
the disruptive traces of the gold-mining indus-
try by foregrounding deforested wastelands, cut
timber, or tree stumps. In a particularly striking
example, Vitta photographed a sharply cleared
hillside crowned with a small complex of build-
ings, captioned in the corresponding postcard as
“Coronation Hill, Akoon Mines” (fig. 10). The hill
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10 Jacob Vitta, Photograph of Coronation Hill, Akoon Mines, before 1907, 14.9 X 20.3 cm. Kew, London, The National
Archives, COPY 1/508/312

is stripped of vegetation, its surface marked by
scattered tree trunks and stumps, and a winding
path leads the viewer’s eye toward the structures
at the top. Framed by tall, still-standing trees at
the image’s margins, the composition centers
absence rather than the buildings themselves.
As with the previous example, this photograph
focuses on the visible scars of deforestation and
reinforces the impression that such ecologi-
cal transformation was a recurring concern for
Vitta—one, as I will show in the following, that
resonates with the wider debates of his time.

It is instructive to consider Vitta’s more idio-
syncratic compositions and his discernible inter-
est in the traces of gold mining in the landscape
against the backdrop of a very public controversy
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that spanned most of the first three decades of
the twentieth century. The years of Vitta’s ca-
reer fell in a time of several political, social, and
economic upheavals. Among them were intense
debates triggered by the massive deforestation
caused by the timber trade, agriculture, and the
fuel needs of the gold-mining industry. Begin-
ning around the turn of the century, the British
colonial government sought to regulate the use
of forests in the Gold Coast Colony. As in other
British colonies, forest areas were to be subjected
to state ownership and European-style forestry
management.” In the Gold Coast Colony these
plans met sustained opposition, particularly
from local elites who feared that a “Forest Or-
dinance” would have far-reaching consequences
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for indigenous land rights and disrupt local
social formations and established power struc-
tures.’® Such legislation, these critics stressed,
would affect indigenous farming and forestry
practices much more than the mostly British-
owned mining companies. Eventually the For-
est Ordinance was introduced repeatedly in the
early twentieth century, but withdrawn due to
resistance and not implemented until 1927. Dur-
ing this period, the issue became a frequent topic
in the local press—again, especially in news-
papers under African ownership such as The
Gold Coast Nation and The Gold Coast Leader.
These outlets were closely aligned with the anti-
colonial politics of the Gold Coast Aborigines’
Rights Protection Society (ARPS), which had
formed in 1897 to oppose the Crown Lands Bill,
a bill to distribute land and grant concessions to
mining interests. The Gold Coast Nation iden-
tified itself as the “Official Organ of the Gold

Coast Aborigines Rights Protection Society”

and The Gold Coast Leader was edited for a time
by ARPS co-founder Joseph Ephraim Casely-
Hayford. Another ARPS member, Emmanuel
Joseph Peter Brown, articulated the tension at
the core of the issue in a speech entitled “In the
Matter of the Forest Ordinance 1911,” which was
reprinted in The Gold Coast Nation, stating that
if “the sole object is to conserve the forests, be-
cause of the alleged reckless deforestation of the
natives, then permit me to point out, Sir, that
those who are really deforesting the Country are
the Mining Companies.”* The mobilizing po-
tential of the issue becomes palpable in the lyrics
of a song printed alongside the speech, calling to
“crush the oppressor” in “the Battle of the Forest
Bill” to “drive from place and power those who
robbed the public long.”*

On the other side of the debate, colonial of-
ficers like Frederick Gordon Guggisberg, who
would later become governor of the Gold Coast
Colony, supported forest regulation and blamed
environmental degradation on indigenous agri-
culture. Together with his wife, Decima Moore,
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he undertook an extensive tour of the region
in 1905 and 1906, which they documented and
published in a 1909 travelogue. In their account,
they portray Tarkwa as a “bare hill dotted with
blackened tree stumps,” and lament that new in-
digenous farm clearings were “eating their way
into” the remaining forest. They warned that “in
the near future the Highlands would practically
be denuded of trees” if “some check is not placed
on the wholesale work of clearing at present in
progress.”® The book is richly illustrated with
145 photographs but names no photographers.
However, at least four of Vitta’s images feature
among them. As only those already known from
postcards can be securely attributed to Vitta,
others may also be his.

These competing narratives around deforesta-
tion underscore the extent to which the transfor-
mation of the landscape was both visible and pub-
licly debated in the early twentieth-century Gold
Coast Colony. Significantly, Vitta’s photographs
circulated within this contested discursive field.
Printed on postcards and sold as commodities,
these photographs were likely understood by his
Western clients as visualizations of the conquest
of inhospitable nature and as records of both the
hardships and the achievements of colonial-cap-
italist exploitation of resources. If a discursive
subjugation of nature as landscape is evident in
these uses of Vitta’s photographs, the attempt of
the colonial government to establish “political
forests” represents a legislative counterpart to
these ambitions.®” In this respect, it is easy to see
how they served Guggisberg and Moore, staunch
supporters of forest regulation, to illustrate their
account. At the same time, Vitta’s photographs
may well have had quite different valences for
those local viewers whose positions were shaped
by their social and political investments in oppo-
sition to such regulation. Vitta, as a prominent
and prolific photographer in Tarkwa, a town at
the center of these debates, was likely aware of
these tensions. In his framing and compositional
choices, he continuously seems to dwell on the
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destructive intervention that the expansion of
the mines and the extraction of gold inevitably
entailed. He does so to an extent that sets his
work apart from that of his local contemporaries
and other colonial-subject photographers, many
of whom catered to Western tastes by producing
picturesque views and adhering to visual con-
ventions that emphasized beauty and harmony
while avoiding signs of social conflict or political
tension.” By contrast, Vitta’s photographs can
be read as taking up the highly contentious topic
of deforestation directly. While we cannot know
Vitta’s intentions, we can place his photographs
within a discourse that differs significantly from
the aesthetic and ideological expectations that
made his postcards and prints appealing to
Western customers. This dimension of his work,
his sustained attention to the traces of gold min-
ing as marks of environmental disruption, would
likely have gone unnoticed by the European ad-
dressees and collectors of his postcards, and it
did not hamper his success with them. Still, they
relate to both a colonialist discourse on resource
exploitation and the very indictment of the same.
Rather than neatly aligning with either perspec-
tive, Vitta’s photographs hover deftly between
interpretive poles, allowing viewers of varied
standpoints to see what they wanted to see in the
same prints.

Conclusion

We may have little information about Jacob Vit-
ta’s life and working methods, but what survives
suggests a position of mediation: a photographer
who worked within the colonial context while
maintaining a presence in the local culture. His
focus on the mining industry enabled him to oc-
cupy a distinct market niche. By extension, he
profited from the extraction of gold by catering
to Western clients. His postcards, widely sent
abroad and still circulating among collectors,
clearly appealed to this clientele. Now held in
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numerous private and institutional collections,
these postcards are valuable sources for a global
history of photography that allow for insights
into the preferences and selections of their us-
ers. The abundance of postcards in European
archives, however, may privilege interpretations
centered on their role in colonial communica-
tion. Given the scarcity of other material rem-
nants of Vitta’s career, this creates a “risk of
oversignifying” the available images and infor-
mation.** A lack of material evidence does not
mean that Vitta’s photographs did not circulate
outside of colonialist discourses, only that the
meanings local audiences may have derived are
harder to recover. Rather than interpreting the
archival scarcity of Vitta’s photographic prints
as evidence of their nonexistence, we should
consider this absence as a symptom of broader
colonial erasures that have shaped the visibility
of African photographic histories.

The limited availability of prints that would
allow further study of Vitta’s practice might be
remedied by future archival discoveries. But
rather than relying on the filling of archival gaps,
we can already gain a productive understand-
ing by considering indirect evidence of Vitta’s
practice. From the few existing prints, we can
establish that producing postcards was only part
of Vitta’s business. Written sources, too, offer
critical insight. Two local newspapers, The Gold
Coast Nation and The Gold Coast Leader, help to
situate Vitta within the local visual and political
culture. From them we learn that he took com-
missions from local customers and that his im-
ages circulated in different material forms and
in a range of contexts within the Gold Coast
Colony. Both newspapers published obituaries
at the time of his death, indicating that he oc-
cupied a position of public visibility. The Gold
Coast Leader went further, praising his photo-
graphs of the mines as works of art. It is all the
more remarkable that this same newspaper took
a vocal stance against colonial forestry legisla-
tion and consistently framed the rule over forest
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lands as a political issue tied to economic exploi-
tation and land rights. In this context, Vitta’s re-
peated attention to altered landscapes takes on
additional weight. His photographs align, even if
implicitly, with a broader discourse that saw de-
forestation and environmental transformation
as a contested political issue.

By treating Vitta’s postcards as proxies, “inex-
tricably linked to the photograph itself,” we can
situate the reproduced photographs within their
historical context. That these images circulated
within the former Gold Coast Colony while land
rights were fiercely debated suggests that a local
reception differing from the postcards was both
possible and, given the political climate, likely.
Even if we cannot recover original prints or spe-
cific instances of local engagement with these
photographs, we can reasonably assume that
this reception was informed by local experience
rather than the extractive gaze of Western cus-
tomers. As such, the extant postcards become
markers of a negative space in the archive that
allow us to explore photographic practices in
relation to the material, social, and discursive
contexts of their emergence, and contour how
these practices extended beyond the materials

1 I use the term ‘metropole’ to designate imperial
homelands. The terms ‘metropole/colony’ themselves
can perpetuate a binaristic understanding of colonial
relations. I will apply them in this essay not to imply
a hierarchical order, but to distinguish the places
where Vitta’s images circulated, and to acknowl-
edge the lasting effects of the resulting imbalance of
power.

2 Vitta’s position is at the threshold of historiographical
attention. His postcards are mentioned in several pub-
lications on photography in colonized Africa, while
only a few make assumptions as to his background.
Christraud M. Geary most decidedly speaks of Vitta
as an African photographer: Christraud M. Geary,
Early Photographers in Costal Nigeria and the After-
life of Their Images, 1860, in: Martha G. Anderson and
Lisa Aronson (eds.), African Photographer J. A. Green:
Reimagining the Indigenous and the Colonial, Bloom-
ington 2017, 37 - 81, here 71.
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we can directly access. Photographically illus-
trated postcards, then, are not just mere artifacts
of colonial communication, but objects deeply
entangled in the local social and political dis-
courses in which the photographs were taken.
In Vitta’s case, their proximity to radical politics
that countered colonialist claims to control over
land and resources, and their representation of
the environmental consequences of colonial ex-
pansion, complicate their role in colonial com-
munication and show both the congruencies and
moments of radical incommensurability that Ja-
cob Vitta had to navigate.
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