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P e t e r  C o f f m a n

A r c h i t e c t u r e ,  ph o t o g r a ph y, 
a n d  n a t i on - b u i l d i n g : 
S a m u e l  M c L a u g h l i n  a n d  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t 

o f  P u b l i c  Wo r k s

T o those who know him well, the sight of Malcolm Thurlby striding into a building 
with a camera bag slung over one shoulder and tripod in hand is an extremely 
familiar one. While his immense contribution to the scholarship of English and 

Canadian architecture is well known and appropriately celebrated in this volume, his 
contribution to the photographic recording of that architecture has been no less remarkable 
or important. Those photographs now constitute not only a record of astonishing breadth 
and depth, but are themselves an invaluable primary document in the historiography 
of architectural history in Canada. It therefore seems singularly fitting to pay tribute to 
Malcolm Thurlby by examining one of the earliest pioneers of professional architectural 
photography in Canada: Samuel McLaughlin (1828-1914), who for thirty-five years produced 
photographs for the federal government’s Department of Public Works.1 McLaughlin’s work 
for the government puts into sharp focus the roles of both photography and architecture in 
the construction of a national narrative for a country in the process of inventing itself.

1 . A substantial and meticulously researched biography of Samuel McLaughlin was written by Richard Huyda, former head of the 
National Photography Collection at the former Public Archives of Canada (now Library and Archives Canada). That biography 
was never published, but the present study is hugely indebted to the typescript, and to Mr. Huyda’s generous sharing of it.
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Architecture and photography converge in 
McLaughlin’s numerous series of images 
of the Parliament Buildings in Ottawa, 

Canada. The complex of East, West, and Centre 
Block was already lauded as “the glory of Ottawa” 
by Anthony Trollope in 1862, several years before 
it was finished.2 Begun in 1860, the Parliament 
Buildings were, from the start, more than a mere 
roof over the head of elected representatives. They 
also played a key symbolic and narrative role in 
the life of the new nation, both as part of a broad 
network of architectural monuments that served 
as public symbols of the British Empire, and as one 
of several subjects photographed by McLaughlin 
to serve the communications agenda of the 
Department of Public Works. This dovetailing 
of technology, buildings and national narrative 
was an important part of the early history of the 
photographic medium.

Architecture and nineteenth-
century photography

From the earliest days of photography, architecture 
provided an ideal subject—indeed, it was for a time 
almost the only viable subject. One of the earliest 
photographic images, Nicephore Niépce’s helio-
graph View from the window at Le Gras (c.1827), 
shows the buildings of his estate viewed through 
an upper-level window.3 That architecture was the 
subject of what is sometimes cited as the world’s 
first photograph is not coincidental; exposure 
times were excruciatingly long, and buildings 
were among the few objects at hand that would 
stay still for the required time. While subsequent 

2 . Quoted in Young, Carolyn A., 1995, The glory of Ottawa, Montreal & Kingston, McGill-Queen’s University Press, p. xiii.
3 . See Newhall, Beaumont, 1982, The history of photography, New York, Museum of Modern Art, p. 13-15; Frizot, Michel (ed.), 1998, The new history of 
photography, Paris, Könemann, p. 19-21.
4 . See Boyer, Christine, 2003, “La Mission Héliographique: Architectural photography, collective memory and the patrimony of France, 1851,” in Joan 
Schwartz and James Ryan (eds.), Picturing place: photography and the geographical imagination, London, I.B. Tauris, p. 21-54.

photographic materials and techniques improved 
greatly upon Niépce’s roughly eight-hour exposure 
time, architecture, by virtue of its immobility (lite-
rally, immeubles) remained uniquely pliant to the 
needs of early photography. Its immobility also 
helped to ensure an audience for architectural pho-
tographs: for the first time, buildings could come 
to the people rather than the other way around. 
Already by the 1840s and early 1850s, photogra-
phers such as William Henry Fox Talbot, Pierre 
Gustave Joly de Lotbinière, Charles Nègre, Charles 
Marville, Maxime du Camp and others were pro-
ducing a prodigious, if unsystematic, body of 
architectural photographs. 

In 1851—a mere twenty-four years 
after Niépce’s image of rooftops—the French 
government, through the Commission des 
Monuments Historiques, established the Mission 
Héliographique. Its mandate was to use the new 
and revolutionary medium of photography to 
record the architectural patrimony of France.4 
Five photographers—Édouard Baldus, Hippolyte 
Bayard, Henri Le Secq, Gustave le Gray and O. 
Mestral—were commissioned to blanket the coun-
try, recording what was feared to be the nation’s 
fast-disappearing built heritage. While the aims of 
the Mission remain somewhat ambiguous, it seems 
that those photographs were intended to preserve a 
record of disappearing buildings, to act as a guide 
to restorers, and to create a systematic document 
of what was seen as a significant aspect of French 
history and identity. The Mission Héliographique 
represents perhaps the first purposeful use of 
photography by the state for the purpose of con-
structing, exhibiting, and disseminating a national 
identity. Curiously, it is unclear whether the French 
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government ever followed up. Having amassed 
an unprecedented record of national patrimony, 
there is no record of the French government’s 
having done anything with it.5 As we shall see, the 
Canadian government would be notably more pro-
active when the opportunity and need to exploit 
photography arose.

David Harris has argued that a major water-
shed in the history of architectural photography 
was the invention of the glass plate, wet collodion 
process in the early 1850s.6 This process, although 
almost inconceivably difficult and exacting by 
comparison with the digital processes famil-
iar to current readers, nevertheless made pos-
sible multiple copies of high resolution, virtually 
grainless prints. It is this technological break-
through, plus the state-sponsored agenda of the 
Mission Héliographique, that converge in Samuel 
McLaughlin’s photographs of Canada’s Parliament 
Buildings.

The construction of the 
parliament buildings

At the beginning of the 1850s, Bytown was a small 
but reasonably prosperous lumber town at the 
border between Canada East and Canada West. 
By the end of that decade, it was the newly-minted 
capital of the United Province of Canada, with the 
newly-minted (1855) name of Ottawa. The location 
of the capital had been itinerant until then, located 

5 . Herschman, Joel A. and William W. Clark, 1981, Un voyage héliographique à faire. The Mission of 1851: The First Photographic Survey of Historical 
Monuments in France, Flushing, NY, National Endowment for the Arts.
6 . See Harris, David, “Architectural photography,” The Oxford companion to the photograph. Other overviews of the history of architectural photography 
and of the relationship between architecture and photography include Richard Pare, 1983, “Photography and architecture: 1839-1939,” Photography and 
architecture: 1839-1939, Montreal, Canadian Centre for Architecture; Robert Sobieszek’s introduction to 1986, “This edifice is colossal”: 19th-century 
architectural photography, New York, George Eastman House; Phyllis Lambert, 1977-1978, “Photographic documentation and buildings: Relationships 
past and present,” Archivaria, no. 5, winter.
7 . See Brownlee, David, 1984, The Law Courts: The architecture of George Edmund Street, New York and Cambridge, Mass., The Architectural History 
Foundation and MIT Press; also, Summerson, Sir John, 1970, “A Victorian competition: The Royal Courts of Justice,” Victorian architecture: Four studies 
in evaluation, New York, Columbia University Press.
8 . The notice is reproduced in Young, p. 127.

at Kingston until 1844 and Montreal until 1849, 
at which point the decision was made to alter-
nate between Toronto and Quebec City. In 1857, 
Governor General Sir Edmund Head prevailed 
upon the Queen to establish a permanent capital 
at Ottawa.

A permanent capital, of course, requires 
permanent parliament buildings. As was the 
usual practice, the architect of such a monumen-
tal undertaking was determined by competition. 
Architectural competitions had a troubled record 
in England: the unwieldy competition for the 
Houses of Parliament was followed by the scan-
dal of the Foreign Offices competition, while both 
would be surpassed in notoriety by the debacle of 
the Law Courts competition.7 Nevertheless, com-
petitions were held to be the fairest way to award 
major public commissions, and on May 9, 1859, a 
“Notice to architects” was duly issued in Ottawa.8 
The cream of Canadian architects was drawn to the 
contest, including Cumberland & Storm, Joseph 
Sheard, and Charles Baillairgé. The winners—and 
it is perhaps typical of the chaos of Victorian archi-
tectural competitions that there was more than one 
winner—were Thomas Fuller and Chilion Jones for 
the Centre Block, and Thomas Stent and Augustus 
Laver for the flanking blocks.

Few monuments are more public, more 
symbolically laden, or more enduring than an 
emerging nation’s seat of government. Thus, the 
question of what they ought to look like—in 
other words, what style should be used—becomes 
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an extremely important one. This was an age of 
historicism, and the architects of the 1850s and 
1860s had more stylistic options at their finger-
tips than had any previous generation in history.9 
Nevertheless, for reasons that are less obvious 
now than they were then, only one choice would 
be considered viable for Canada’s new Parliament 
Buildings. That style was Gothic.

Gothic and English identity

The simple explanation for this is that Canada 
was part of the British Empire, the British Houses 
of Parliament were Gothic in style, and so it fol-
lows that the colony’s parliament ought to be as 
well. But Canada’s reasons for using Gothic were 
more complex and more nuanced than a simple 
case of colonial monkey-see, monkey-do. Gothic 
was, of course, a French invention, pioneered by 
the Abbot Suger near Paris around the year 1140.10 
But seven centuries later, it had become the most 
recognizable symbol of the English nation, its iden-
tity, its institutions, and its Established Church. 
This sinewy path of shifting meanings between 
1140 and 1860 is too long and too complex to 
trace here,11 but its end point can be summarized 
by quoting the most prolific and commercially 

9 . For a wide-ranging discussion of this, see Crook, J. Mordaunt, 1987, The dilemma of style, Chicago, Chicago University Press.
10 . See Panofsky, Erwin, 1979, Abbot Suger on the Abbey Church of St.-Denis and its art treasures, Princeton, Princeton University Press.
11 . Relatively recent overviews of the Gothic Revival include Brooks, Chris, 1999, The Gothic Revival, London, Phaidon Press; Lewis, Michael J., 2002, 
The Gothic Revival, London, Thames and Hudson.
12 . The claim that Gothic was intrinsically English dates back at least as far as John Carter. See Frew, J.M., 1982, “Gothic is English: John Carter and 
the revival of Gothic as England’s national style,” Art Bulletin, vol. 64, p. 315-319.
13 . For Scott’s thoughts on the “Englishness” of Gothic, see Scott, George Gilbert, 1850, A plea for the faithful restoration of our ancient churches… to which 
are added some miscellaneous remarks on other subjects…., London, John Henry Parker; Scott, George Gilbert, 1878, Lectures on the rise and development 
of Gothic architecture, London, John Murray; Scott, George Gilbert, 1857, Remarks on secular and domestic architecture, London, John Murray.
14 . Pugin was, of course, also an architect of great importance. His most inf luential works of criticism and theory include Pugin, A. W. N., 1836, 
Contrasts: or, a parallel between the noble edifices of the Middle Ages, and corresponding buildings of the present day; shewing the present decay of taste, 
accompanied by appropriate text, London, Charles Dolman; Pugin, A. W. N., 1841, The true principles of pointed or Christian architecture: Set forth in 
two lectures delivered at St Marie’s, Oscott, London, John Weale.
15 . Ruskin’s most important works of architectural criticism were 1849, The seven lamps of architecture, London; and 1893, The stones of Venice, 5th ed., 
London, George Allen.
16 . See Brownlee, 1984.

successful of all Victorian architects, Sir George 
Gilbert Scott, who by mid-century could declare 
without fear of contradiction that “[Gothic] is pre-
eminently the architecture of our own forefathers 
and our own land.”12 According to Scott, Gothic 
had several irrefutable claims to superiority as an 
architectural style. It was the architecture of the 
modern, as opposed to the ancient world; it was 
primarily the architecture of Germanic nations, 
who were, he claimed, the modern torch-bearers 
of civilization; it was the last original style of archi-
tecture in human history to date; and not least, it 
was a Christian architecture.13

None of these ideas originated with Scott, 
but he spoke for a whole generation of English 
architects influenced by thinkers such as A. W. N. 
Pugin14 and John Ruskin.15 By 1867, the style was 
arguably at its zenith. When the competition was 
held that year for the building of the new Royal 
Courts of Justice in London, every design submit-
ted was Gothic, even though (unlike the earlier 
competition for the Palace of Westminster in 1835) 
no stylistic requirements were specified.16 Simply 
put, by 1867 it was inconceivable that a major 
English public building would be built in any other 
style. It is scarcely an exaggeration to claim that, by 
1860, England had not just an Established Church, 
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but an Established Architecture–Gothic had, for 
all practical purposes, become the national style.

This was partly because England, more than 
most countries, required a national style. Every 
species has its way of marking territory. Imperial 
powers tend to do it with architecture, Rome argu-
ably providing the template for how to, literally, 
build an empire. As the British Empire spread 
around the world, so did its signature style, along 
with all the connotations of historical continu-
ity and moral certainty that it carried. The initial 
vessel carrying this message was the Church of 
England, through its architectural prescriptions 
devised by a group known as the Ecclesiological 
Society. That Society, along with the Society for 
the Propagation of the Gospel and the Colonial 
Ministry, spread English Gothic across the Empire 
like a corporate brand.17

In British North America, this new archi-
tectural signifier of identity was manifested in 
the Church before it was in the state. The Church 
of England, guided by the rigorous body of ideas 
promoted by the Ecclesiological Society, were the 
pio neers in building this particular vision of England 
in what is now Canada. Their key early monuments 
included St Anne’s Chapel, Fredericton,18 completed 
in 1847 to the design of Frank Wills under the 
patronage of Bishop John Medley; Christ Church 
Cathedral (fig. 1), in Fredericton, also by Wills and 
finished by William Butterfield;19 and the Cathedral 
of St John the Baptist in St John’s, Newfoundland 
(fig. 2), begun in 1847 to the designs of none other 
than Sir George Gilbert Scott, clearly intent on 
spreading the architecture of “our own forefathers 

17 . For a detailed case study in this, see Coffman, Peter, 2008, Newfoundland Gothic, Québec, Éditions Multimondes.
18 . On St Anne’s, see Finley, Gregg and Lynn Wiggington, 1995, On Earth as it is in Heaven: Gothic Revival churches of Victorian New Brunswick, 
Fredericton, Goose Lane; also, Coffman, 2008, p. 51-76.
19 . On Christ Church Fredericton, see Richardson, Douglas, 1966, Christ Church Cathedral, Fredericton, New Brunswick, unpublished M.A. thesis, Yale 
University; also, Finley and Wiggington, 1995, and Coffman, 2008.
20 . See Coffman, Peter, 2006, “St John’s Anglican Cathedral and the beginnings of Ecclesiological Gothic in Newfoundland,” Journal of the Society for 
the Study of Architecture in Canada, vol. 31, no. 1, p. 3-22.

and our own land” to even the remotest corners of 
the Empire.20

It was in the long colonial shadow of these 
ideas that design and construction of Canada’s 
Parliament Buildings proceeded. In the fall of 
1859, a contractor was selected, and the corner-
stone was laid in the presence of the Prince of 
Wales on September 1, 1860. Just one year later, in 

~ �Fig. 1. Christ Church Cathedral, Fredericton, New 
Brunswick. PHOTO: PETER COFFMAN
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September of 1861, construction was suspended 
due to enormous cost overruns, leaving a stagger-
ing 1300 men unemployed. Charges of patronage 
and gross mismanagement followed, while oppo-
nents of the plan to move the capital from Quebec 
City demanded that the project be terminated.21 
A committee was appointed on June 21, 1862, to 
investigate the debacle. New contracts were drawn 
up, and construction resumed, under more con-
trolled and monitored conditions, in the spring of 
1863.22

The government moved into the still 
unfinished buildings in 1865. Three subsequent 
dates are useful benchmarks for the dating of 
McLaughlin’s later photographs: the completion 
of the main tower of the Centre Block in 1873, the 
completion of the Parliamentary Library in 1876, 
and the construction of the large tower of the West 
Block between 1874 and 1878.

21 . From Huyda, Richard, 1993, Samuel McLaughlin, unpublished typescript, p. 59-92.
22 . Young, p. 82-86.
23 . Huyda, p. 61.
24 . On McLaughlin’s early life and career, see Huyda, p. 1-6.

Samuel McLaughlin and the 
Department of Public Works

The Department of Public Works hired Humphrey 
Lloyd Hime as its first official photographer in 
1858.23 That such a position should be created is 
telling, and suggests that the Canadian govern-
ment’s policy on matters such as patrimony was 
closely in step with that of its European contempo-
raries. Unlike France, Canada had no architectu-
ral patrimony that was in danger of disappearing. 
It did, however, have an architectural patrimony 
that was in the process of being built. The camera 
offered an opportunity, unparalleled in history, to 
record the very act of nation building. Obviously, 
Canada did not have, and could not have had, a 
Commission des Monuments Historiques. Instead, 
it had a Department of Public Works, and they 
mirrored the work of the Commission by hiring an 
official photographer. That appointment must be 
seen as part of the same appropriation of photogra-
phy, for the purposes of the state-sponsored crea-
tion of heritage and collective memory, that drove 
the Mission Héliographique. While the Mission 
looked backwards, the Department of Public 
Works looked forward; it was recording heritage 
that was being created, rather than heritage that 
was being lost.

Samuel McLaughlin was born in Ireland in 
1826.24 His family is believed to have immigrated to 
British North America when he was about six years 
old. He is known to have been living in Quebec City 
by the age of fifteen and it was there that he began 
his first career, as a watchmaker. Around 1852, he 
expanded his business interests into publishing, 
and it was through this endeavour—specifically, 

~ �Fig. 2. Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in St. John’s, 
Newfoundland. PHOTO: PETER COFFMAN
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through a publishing project called Photographic 
views of landscapes, country residences, &c. 
launched in 1856—that McLaughlin segued into 
professional photography.25 Through the remain-
der of the decade, McLaughlin devoted him-
self increasingly to photography, and enjoyed a 
growing reputation as a skilled practitioner.

McLaughlin entered the civil service in 
1859.26 Although he was by this time a success-
ful photographer, it is not known for certain if 
his initial employment by the Department was 
photographically related. By the second half of 
1860, however, McLaughlin was regularly doing 
photography for the government. When construc-
tion of the Parliament Buildings was suspended in 
1861, McLaughlin was called upon to document 
the state of construction. He arrived in Ottawa 
on October 18 of that year and began the difficult 
task of acquiring the necessary equipment and 
chemistry.27

McLaughlin used the wet-collodian pro-
cess, which had been pioneered by Scott Archer in 
England in 1851.28 In this process, guncotton was 
dissolved in ether and alcohol, creating a sticky 
solution. While on site, the photographer would 
mix this solution, adding potassium or ammo-
nium iodide to create a photosensitive emulsion. 
The emulsion was then applied to a washed glass 
plate, which was tilted in each direction to ensure 
an even coating. After drying, the plate was bathed 
in water and silver nitrate, partially dried, then 
exposed. Processing involved another acid bath, 
followed by washing and then fixing in sodium 
thiosulphate. The plate was then dried, varnished, 
and contact-printed. The immense difficulty of 
carrying out such a procedure on location (and 

25 . On McLaughlin’s publishing and early photographic careers, see Huyda, p. 7-39.
26 . Idem, p. 63.
27 . Idem, p. 72.
28 . Frizot, p. 92.
29 . Huyda, p. 72-73.

worse, outdoors) is self-evident, and even pro-
curing the correct chemistry proved a challenge 
for McLaughlin.29 Carefully and skillfully exe-
cuted, however, the wet-collodian process yielded 
prints of exceptional tonal range and clarity, as 
McLaughlin’s work demonstrates.

Due to the construction scandal of 1861, 
McLaughlin’s involvement the Parliament 
Buildings began not in a rush of patriotic national 
image-building, but in the middle of a political 
crisis. From far away Quebec City, it was easy to 
claim that the whole building project was a scam, 
but the government could counter this with a daz-
zling and persuasive new tool: the camera. The 
Department of Public Works duly summoned 
McLaughlin to furnish proof that something was 
indeed being built on Parliament Hill.

Thus began what proved to be the long 
involvement of Samuel McLaughlin with Canada’s 
Houses of Parliament. Between 1861 and the 1880s, 
McLaughlin produced several series of photo-
graphs of Parliament, much of which is preserved 
at Library and Archives Canada. Both the pur-
pose and the nature of these photographs evolved 
substantially over that time.

The 1861 series

In the immediate aftermath of the 1861 scandal, 
the Department of Public Works sent McLaughlin 
to document the construction done to date. These 
prints were duly exhibited in Parliament in Quebec 
City. Notwithstanding the cost overruns and scan-
dals, McLaughlin’s series showed considerable 
progress on an extremely impressive group of 
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buildings. According to one charming but unve-
rifiable report, Sir John A. MacDonald is said to 
have commented, “Grits are hard to convince, but 
these ought to shut them up.”30

The photographic series was accompanied by 
a Key Plan (fig. 3), which shows the location and 
angle of view of each photograph and indicates that 
the series consisted of 22 prints, of which 18 remain 
in the Library and Archives Canada collection. As 
the key plan indicates, every major façade of each 
building was photographed, creating a comprehen-
sive document of the state of the building campaign. 

The visual style of these photographs is very 
straightforward. They mostly show a single façade 
per image, usually shot from a slightly oblique 
angle. More distant views, such as “Departmental 
Buildings Western Block” (fig. 4), show a con-
siderable amount of the environment, but for the 
most part the buildings are quite closely cropped, 
making details easier to see and giving the architec-
ture a striking monumentality. While the weather 
conditions seem not to have provided McLaughlin 
with ideal lighting (time was undoubtedly of the 
essence, so waiting for ideal light would have been 

30 . Idem, p. 79.

impossible), the series undoubtedly provided the 
Department of Public Works with precisely what 
they required—proof that the government had 
something to show for the enormous expenditures 
made.

The 1863 series

McLaughlin returned to Ottawa in the summer 
of 1863 after construction had resumed. A set of 
numbered prints very similar to the 1861 series 
followed, evidently aimed at demonstrating that 
work had resumed and progress was again being 
made. Better weather meant better light, and the 
photographs reflect this. There is also a more eco-
nomical approach; McLaughlin uses wider angles 
and hence fewer prints (11 as opposed to 22) to 
document the progress made over the summer. On 
the whole, the 1861 series tends to show individual 
façades and details, while the 1863 series tends to 
step back further, showing the buildings more “in 
the round” and giving more information in each 

~ �Fig. 3. Samuel McLaughlin, Key-Plan. SAMUEL MCLAUGHLIN/

NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA/PA-182220
~ �Fig. 4. Samuel McLaughlin, “Departmental Buildings 

Western Block.” SAMUEL MCLAUGHLIN/NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF 

CANADA/C-9977 
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print. This may be a development in McLaughlin’s 
photographic technique, or indication of the acqui-
sition of new photographic equipment, although it 
may as plausibly be a reflection of a less politically 
urgent situation prevailing in 1863 than in 1861. 
Presumably, the crisis for the government would 
have been at its height when the construction 
ceased, not when it resumed, thus the gathering 
of detailed photographic evidence to support their 
position would have been more critical in 1861.

Many (although not all) images of the 
1863 series show views that would have been 
immediately recognizable from the 1861 series. 
That, presumably, was the point; as can be seen 
in “Parliament Buildings Rear View” (fig. 5, 1861) 
and “Parliament Buildings, Rear View/Speaker’s 
Tower” (fig. 6, 1863), both of which show the view 
from north of Centre Block, substantial building 
progress had undeniably been made in the two 
years between the photographs.

Centre Block was completed in 1873, the 
East and West Blocks in 1878. No further crises or 
scandals occurred, but the Department of Public 
Works continued to have McLaughlin photograph 
the Parliament Buildings. The later photographs 

represent a notable departure from the style from 
the 1861 and 1863 series, and it is here that their 
role in nation-building—as opposed to political 
damage-control—begins to emerge.

McLaughlin’s later photographs

McLaughlin’s photographs of the Parliament 
Buildings subsequent to the 1861 and 1863 series 
show a marked difference in visual style. Given 
that the political crisis had passed, we can assume 
that they also had a different function.

Two distinct series exist in the LAC collec-
tion that were clearly printed and mounted for 
exhibition. Both are clearly labelled with captions, 
and in one case a number appears indicating that 
they are part of a series. Neither is dated, but the 
state of completion of the buildings depicted pro-
vides a rough guide. One series, which I will rather 
inelegantly call the “Script-Captioned Series” due 
to the flowing script with which they are labelled, 
shows the completed Library of Parliament, indi-
cating that it was not produced before 1876. The 
other, which for reasons explained below I will 

~ �Fig. 5. Samuel McLaughlin, “Parliament Buildings 
Rear View.” SAMUEL MCLAUGHLIN/NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF 

CANADA/C-18016

~ �Fig. 6. Samuel McLaughlin, “Parliament Buildings, Rear 
View/Speaker's Tower.” SAMUEL MCLAUGHLIN/NATIONAL 

ARCHIVES OF CANADA/C-3761
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call the “Public Works Series,” shows the Langevin 
Block (now the Office of the Prime Minister and 
Privy Council, completed in 1889).

The ‘Script-Captioned Series’ consists of ten 
prints in the LAC collection that are distinguished 
and unified by their flowing, hand-written cap-
tions. Moreover, they are unified by a visual style 
that is markedly different from the straightforward 
record-keeping that characterizes the series of 1861 
and 1863; one more concerned with pictorial com-
position than simple documentation. These images 
are characterized by asymmetrical compositions, 
oblique and indirect views, partial views of build-
ings rather than entire façades, a strong sense 
of depth and space, and a wide tonal range with 
strong areas of shadow—all of which indicate that 
the priority was to create striking and memorable 
images, albeit less descriptive ones than the series 
of 1861 and 1863.

The image “North-East View from roof 
of West Block, Parliament Buildings, Ottawa, 
Canada” (fig.  7) epitomizes these qualities. 
Visually anchored by the (roughly) horizontal 
lines of Centre Block roof and the vertical of its 
central tower, considerable dynamism is added 
by the emphatic foreground diagonal of the roof 
of West Block, as well as the implied diagonal 
defined by the bases of the three dominant verti-
cal elements (left to right: Parliamentary Library, 
Centre Block Tower, West Block turret). The fact 
that those three vertical elements recede in space 
is emphasized by aerial perspective which gives the 
more distant towers an almost ethereal luminos-
ity. Combined with the sense of scale, this mani-
fests Edmund Burke’s theories of the sublime,31 
while the balanced yet asymmetrical composition 
demonstrates McLaughlin’s understanding of the 

31 . Burke, Edmund, 1757, A philosophical inquiry into the origin of our ideas of the sublime and beautiful, in The Works of Edmund Burke, vol. I, London, 
G. Bell and Sons, 1913.
32 . On the Picturesque, see Langley, Batty, 1728, New principles of gardening, Farnborough, Gregg International Publishers, 1971; Price, Uvedale, 1798, 
Essays on the Picturesque, J. Mawman, 1810.

picturesque as defined by writers such as Batty 
Langley and Uvedale Price.32 The subtle tones, ran-
ging from rich shadow to shimmering highlight, 
show McLaughlin’s complete mastery of the wet 
collodian process. Overall, this is a sophisticated 
and accomplished piece, showing a far greater 
depth of skills than the more pedestrian mandate 
of the 1861 and 1863 series allowed McLaughlin 
to do.

The rooftop image is not unique in this 
respect. “Parliament and Departmental Buildings 
from Western Block, Ottawa Canada” (fig. 8) simi-
larly exhibits a carefully balanced asymmetrical 
composition, a controlled composition of horizon-
tal, vertical, and curved lines, as well as dramatic 
use of light and dark. Both examples show more 
than one building, yet neither shows a single one 
in its entirety. While McLaughlin’s earlier series 
showed the state of completion of the buildings, 

~ �Fig. 7. Samuel McLaughlin, “North-East View from roof 
of West Block, Parliament Buildings. Ottawa, Canada.” 
SAMUEL MCLAUGHLIN/NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA/C-10016
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this series depicts the picturesque and sublime 
power of the place.

The “Public Works Series” is a numbered 
series of prints with captions in block letters in 
the lower border. Twelve prints from this series 
survive, but the numbering system indicates that 
there were originally at least twenty-one. They are 
again undated, but the image “Langevin Block 
from Government Hill,” showing the apparently 
complete building that is now the Office of the 
Prime Minister and Privy Council (fig. 9), suggests 
a date not before 1889. 

These photographs would have been 
made quite late in McLaughlin’s career with 
Public Works, and indeed their precise author-
ship is somewhat ambiguous. Number 7 in the 
series (“Library, Rear of Parliament Buildings”) 
matches another in the collection that is identi-
fied by a stamp on the verso as the work of D.A. 
McLaughlin (Samuel’s son). However, other prints 
in the “Public Works Series,” such as number 11 
(“Looking Down the Ottawa”), match prints in the 
“Script-Captioned Series” that are unequivocally 
attributed to Samuel McLaughlin on the verso. 

It is possible that, later in his career, the line of 
authorship between Samuel and D. A. McLaughlin 
became blurred as the two worked in closer collab-
oration; it is also possible that, by c.1890, the firm 
was large enough to have employed several pho-
tographers, and that the attribution on the verso 
indicates the company, rather than an individual 
photographer.

As with the “Script-Captioned Series,” asym-
metrical compositions and incomplete, evocative 
views dominate the series. The first print in the 
series, “Government Buildings of Ottawa” (fig. 10), 
shows what almost amounts to an urban forest in 
the foreground (shorn of leaves but snowless, so 
likely a late autumn image) with the Parliament 
Buildings, purposefully over-exposed and 
indistinct in detail, elevated in the background.

The most striking difference between the 
“Public Works” and the “Script-Captioned” series 
is the fact that the former includes photographs 
of subjects other than the Parliament Buildings. 
Most notably, images 14 and 16 (and very possibly 
the missing number 15) show the Welland Canal, 
while image 13, the only dated photo in the series, 

~ �Fig. 8. Samuel McLaughlin, “Parliament and Depart-
mental Buildings from Western Block, Ottawa Canada.” 
SAMUEL MCLAUGHLIN/NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA/C-10014

~ �Fig. 9. Samuel McLaughlin, “Langevin Block from  
Government Hill.” SAMUEL MCLAUGHLIN/NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF 

CANADA/PA-124485
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shows Montreal Harbour in 1866. The common 
denominator is apparently the Department of 
Public Works, which commissioned McLaughlin’s 
photographs and oversaw all of the subjects. Taken 
as a group, these photographs offer a collective 
“portrait” of the emerging Dominion, produced 
by the governmental department that was, in a 
quite literal sense, in charge of building the nation.

If, as their presentation suggests, these later 
photographs were intended for exhibition, who 
was the audience? The evidence is circumstantial, 
but for the “Script-Captioned” series, the likely 
answer is that the prints were made for the Paris 
Universal Exhibition of 1878. There was precedent 
for this. Among the “Fine Arts” listed as having 
been shown in the Catalogue of the Canadian con-
tributions to the Dublin Exhibition, 1865 is “a col-
lection of photographs of divers public buildings of 
Canada,” sent by the Board of Works.33 Moreover, 
the date of the “Script-Captioned” series is likely 

33 . Catalogue of the Canadian contributions to the Dublin Exhibition, 1865, Dublin, Printed for the Committee by J. Falconer, [1865?], p. 9.
34 . Keefer, Thomas C., 1878, Handbook and Official Catalogue of the Canadian Section, London: H.M.S.O.
35 . Idem, p. 118.
36 . Ibid.
37 . Idem, p. 6.

right; it was produced not before 1876, and the 
Paris Exhibition was in 1878. The prints themselves 
give little away, except that having every caption 
end with the words “Ottawa, Canada” certainly 
suggests an international audience rather than a 
domestic one.

Further evidence is provided by the 
Handbook and official catalogue of the Canadian 
contribution to the Paris Exhibition.34 Submitted 
by the Minister of Public Works, Alexander 
Mackenzie (who also happened to be the 
Prime Minister) to “Class 12—Photographic 
Proofs and Apparatus” were “Photographs of 
Government Buildings in Ottawa (S. M’Laughlin, 
Photographer).”35 Also included were photographs 
of Custom Houses and Post Offices in Montreal 
and Toronto, Osgoode Hall in Toronto, and sixteen 
views of the Welland Canal.36

Thomas Keefer, author of the Handbook, 
was the Executive Commissioner of the Canadian 
Commission for the Paris Exhibition. In 1881, he 
published a report on the Exhibition which made 
the government’s goals for the event explicit, as 
well as detailing the role played by Public Works:

An exhibition of the public works of a country so 
celebrated for them as Canada is, was consi-
dered essential […] we could not fail to raise 
our position in the estimation of the world by 
such a display as we could make.37

Consequently, among the Canadian  
exhibits were:

A complete set of photographs of the Public 
Buildings of the Dominion, not only those 
at Ottawa, but also custom houses and 
post offices in other cities, together with 

~ �Fig. 10. Samuel McLaughlin, “Government Buildings of 
Ottawa.” SAMUEL MCLAUGHLIN/NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA/

PA-124481
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a large colored view of the interior of the 
Parliamentary Library at Ottawa, were also 
prepared, which excited some surprise as 
well as admiration at Paris.38

The goal of this effort is illuminating. 
According to Keefer, the “Old World” partici-
pants in the Exhibition were there to find mar-
kets for their manufactured goods, as well as for 
national pride and prestige. But colonial coun-
tries like Canada and Australia had a different 
agenda. For them, “the prominent idea of their 
Commissions was to show their country as a field 
for emigration.”39 Canada was, according to Keefer, 
“the possessor of the largest tract of unsold arable 
land nearest to Europe.” Just how large this tract 
was is indicated by figures quoted in the catalogue 
from the 1871 census. Canada’s population was 
given as 3,602,596, and its area as 3,338,701 square 
miles.40 At 1.08 people per square mile—even given 
the harsh climate of a good deal of that land—there 
was obviously room for growth.

Moreover, that pitch to potential immigrants 
was very specifically targeted according to Keefer’s 
report:

As a part of the Empire, we were visited and 
noticed by English visitors perhaps more care-
fully than we would have been at London. A 
new generation has arisen in England since 
Canada exhibited there in 1862, and England 
now is ripe for emigration upon an extensive 
scale.41

In other words, the potential immigrants 
being targeted were the English. Again, the 1871 
census figures reproduced in the catalogue give 

38 . Ibid.
39 . Idem, p. 23. 
40 . Catalogue of the Canadian contributions to the Dublin Exhibition, p. 18.
41 . Idem, p. 24.

some sense of why this might be. The “number of 
members of each religious creed in the Dominion” 
broke down as follows:

Methodists  567,092
Presbyterians 544,998
Anglicans  494,049
Roman Catholics 1,492,029

As these figures show, the three largest 
Protestant denominations combined exceeded 
the number of Roman Catholics by barely more 
than 100,000 people. Immigrants from England 
were overwhelmingly likely to be Protestant and 
reasonably likely to be Anglican, which, in an age 
of considerable sectarian anxiety, would have been 
looked upon quite favourably by the government 
of the Dominion. And it is the Protestant English 
who would have derived comfort and reassur-
ance from the sight of Ottawa’s properly English 
Gothic Parliament, the subject of many of the 
most seductive photographs commissioned by the 
Department of Public Works.

Establishing a nation

Given the target audience, the architecture and the 
photographs combine to convey a potent message 
about the nascent country. It is a nation deeply 
rooted in its British heritage; one that clearly 
defines itself as a member of the largest empire the 
world had ever seen. While steeped in the history 
and presumed received wisdom of that empire, it 
is also shown as a young, progressive, and techno-
logically advanced nation; full of economic activity 
and transportation technology (Welland Canal, 
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Montreal Harbour) that has apparently defeated 
the sublime but formidable geography of the place. 
Indeed, it is so technologically advanced that it 
even makes extensive use of a radical new tool to 
communicate its promise to the world: the camera.

The seventeenth-century architect of 
St Paul’s Cathedral in London, Sir Christopher 
Wren, was probably the first person in England to 
state bluntly that architecture had a public, polit-
ical function to, in his words, “establish a nation 
and make the people love their native country.”42 
Wren, of course, could never have imagined pho-
tography, or its power to re-contextualize archi-
tecture and establish new national narratives. He 
could not have imagined that stories of national 
identity, technological progress, and geographical 
conquest could be told even more vividly by images 
of his architecture, than by the architecture itself. 

In 1913, the English explorer Frederick 
Courteney Selous presented an illustrated lec-
ture at Rugby School called “Big game hunting in 
Africa.”43 One of his final images was a photograph 
of the Victoria Falls Bridge above the Zambezi 
River at the border of Zimbabwe and Zambia. Not 
unlike the Welland Canal, the bridge is a technical 
marvel that soars across the river in defiance of 
the formidable topography in the heart of colonial 
Africa. In the Gorge below, presumably suspended 
by divine intervention above the Zambezi’s cur-
rent, sits Wren’s St Paul’s Cathedral. The image 
is an obvious cut-and-paste collage, in this case a 
literal process rather than a digital metaphor.

42 . Quoted in Soo, Lydia M., 1998, Wren’s “Tracts” on architecture and other writings, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, p. 153.
43 . Zwierlein, Anne–Julia, 2015, “Travelling through (post-)imperial panoramas: British epic writing and popular shows, 1740s to 1840s,” in Barbara 
Buchenau and Virginia Richter (eds.), Post-Empire imaginaries? Anglophone literature, history and the demise of Empires, Leiden, BRILL, p. 261.

To twenty-first-century eyes accustomed 
to the finesse of Photoshop, the image looks 
almost comically bizarre, but it makes a vivid and 
unmistakable statement about what this place 
meant to a British colonizer in 1913. Moreover, 
it serves as a useful reminder that architecture is 
indispensable to identity, and that photography 
tells a powerful and persuasive story.
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