Rafał Mieczkowski, MA.

Catastrophes and triumphs in the camera lens: images of the Russian army during military operations in the Kingdom of Poland in 1914–1915



Between 1914 and 1915 the territory of Kingdom of Poland has become an area of several major military campaigns, fought between the forces of three empires engaged in the Great European War. In about a year of intense fighting the  armies of Germany, Austro-Hungary and Russia have lost literally milions of soldiers, either killed, wounded or taken prisoner by the other side. It's no wonder then that such epic military struggles attracted the attention of war reporters, journalists and photographers. The Great War was not the first military conflict documented on photographs, but never before it was done on such scale and with such wide scope  photographed of places, events and topics. Photography and it's «younger sibling» – the cinema – were used by propaganda makers, ethnographers and common soldiers alike, together creating a detailed (even if uneven in some aspects) vision of war. 

While the works of German and to lesser excent Austro-Hungarian photographers are  relatively well-known, the contribution of Russian photographers in documenting the war seems a bit neglected, at least outside Russia. The main goal of my lecture is to present basic facts about the photographic portrayal of the Imperial Russian Army during the first stage of the Great War (1914–1915), focusing on the battles waged on territory of Kingdom of Poland (though some examples from other parts of the front shall also be included). 
After discussing the technical side of the photography before and during the Great War, and then the legal aspects of working as a photographer in Russian Empire (including their status and position in the army ranks after establishing wartime censorship in 1914) we will move to present the most common, popular trends and themes of the Russian military photography, such as documenting the daily life of soldiers, famous locations, «war tourism», views of battlefields and wartime destructions, war heroes etc. Examples of works made by Russian photographes shall be compared to similar-themed works from other countries engaged in the war, to check if we could talk about any sort of uniqueness, or rather quite universal approach of authors, regardless of their nationality. Finally, we'll see the difference in portrayals of Russian Army in the eyes of their allies, enemies and non-combatants. 
