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A BRIEF HISTORY OF PHOTOGRAPHY
IN THE CAVES OF THE BAVARIAN ALPS

Franz Lindenmayr!

ABSTRACT

Joseph Nicéphore Niépce began innovative experiments in 1798 that laid the foundations of modern
photography, initiating an extraordinary evolution that culminates today with digital technology. Taking
photos has become immediate and accessible thanks to smartphones, which eliminate the need for
traditional tools like cameras, film, or development.

In the specific field of cave photography, the first documented image dates back to 1857 with Hermann
Julius Krone and the entrance of the Kronehohle. In 1861, Nadar used Bunsen batteries to photograph
the Paris catacombs, a pioneering endeavor in artificial environments. Later, in 1865, the Alfred brothers
captured images of a chamber in the Blue John Caverns, though it is believed that Martin Kirz had
already attempted a similar feat in 1863 in the Slouper Cave. These early experiments marked a new
frontier, showcasing a strong interest in documenting underground environments.

RIASSUNTO

Joseph Nicéphore Niépce avvio nel 1798 esperimenti innovativi che posero le basi della fotografia moder-
na, dando avvio a un’evoluzione straordinaria che culmina oggi con la tecnologia digitale. Fotografare &
diventato immediato e accessibile grazie agli smartphone, che eliminano la necessita di strumenti tradi-
zionali come fotocamere, pellicole o sviluppo.

Nel campo specifico della fotografia di grotte, la prima immagine documentata risale al 1857 con Her-
mann Julius Krone e l‘ingresso della Kronehohle. Nel 1861, Nadar utilizzo batterie Bunsen per fotogra-
fare le catacombe di Parigi, un’impresa pionieristica per ambienti
artificiali. Successivamente, i fratelli Alfred catturarono nel 1865
immagini di una sala nelle Blue John Caverns, ma si ipotizza che
Martin Kirz avesse gia tentato nel 1863 una simile impresa nel-
la grotta di Slouper. Questi primi esperimenti hanno segnato una
nuova frontiera, mostrando un forte interesse per la documenta-
zione di ambienti sotterranei.

In 1798, the Frenchman Joseph Nicéphore Niépce started
with his experiments to fix a picture on a light-sensitive
material. Since then the development has been dramatic and
still continues to do so. Now you can say to your smart phone
sphoto and it takes the picture for you - no extra camera is
necessary any more, no film, no development or anything.

The first cave photograph was taken 1857 by Hermann Julius
Krone of the entrance to the Kronehohle in the Saxonian
Schweiz. Around 1861 Nadar experimented with Bunsen
batteries and produced the first photographs in an artificial
cave - the Paris catacombs. The Alfred Brothers produced in
1865 in the Blue John Caverns a photograph of a cave room, Fig3-1906 Sturmannshshle

! Speleologist and photographer, since 1997 I run the website Mensch und Hohle / man and cave (www.lochstein.de).
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but maybe there was an earlier attempt
already in 1863 by Martin Kirz in the Slouper
Cave in the Czech republic with Bunsen
batteries.

When and where was the first photograph
taken in a cave in the Bavarian Alps? I tried
to look through all the archives of the Munich
Caving Club and the Verein fiir Hohlenkunde
in Salzburg, but the research is not finally
finished. There is an important photo
museum in Sonthofen which could have
some material and there are some private
collections which will deliver in the future
additional information. One important
archive was destroyed during the Second
World War by bombs - the one of Alfred Asal,
a well-known Munich photographer who
took part in a cave photography expediton to
the Eisriesenwelt in Austria but also in 1920
to the Wendelstein Cave.

There is some material which is presented
here for the first time in a chronological order
from the very beginning up to the present.
The oldest photographs are on postcards
from 1905. They were produced by two
photographers and/or companies and sold
to the visitors of the Sturmannshohle in the
Allgau region. It became a popular show cave,
in 1906 there were 2,800 visitors, and so there was a demand for them. One was J. Heimhuber,
who was entiteled to call a himself ,Hofphotograph®, the other one was L. Pfleghaar, both from
Sonthofen. There are often no dates on the postcards but some are stamped, i.e. ,29. September
vor 6-7 05% There are people in their traditional costumes on some of them in a horizontal
passage, in others you see the electric wiring on the ceiling, on others there a petrol lamp is used.
The archive oft he VHM contains a postcard of the entrance to the Wendelsteinhohle in the
mountain with the same name. In 1912 the railway line opened which made the mountain and
the cave more accessible. On the postcard with the title ,Holle auf dem Wendelstein® is a postage
stamp from 23.7.1909 which confirms that this is one of the oldest photographs which exist.
The third important showcave in the Bavarian Alps is the Schellenberger Eishohle in the
Untersberg Mountain. It has been known for at least 200 years and the first photographs were
taken in 1914 (maybe already 1911) by Alexander von Mork. They still exist in the archives of
the Landesverein fiir Hohlenkunde in Salzburg. Further photographs were taken in 1920 by
Angermayer and show beautiful ice formations. After the official opening as a show cave a lot of
postcards were produced, sold and are still obtainable.

Another source of photographs are illustrated newspaper articles and citations in books. There
is an article of an unknown source with the title ,Ein hohler Berg im Oberland“ about recent
explorations in the Hochriesgebiet, which contains 4 excellent photographs. with subtitles like
,Ueber dem 200 Meter tiefen Abgrund“ which is absolutely incorrect because there is no such
abyss, by D. Priimm.

The book ,Die Hohle.., Munich 1922, contains a photograph of ice pillars from the
Wendelsteinhohle by. Alfred Asal. He must have been very interested in cave photography
because he also wrote articles about this topic.

Fig. 2 - 1949 Holloch
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Fig. 3 - 1960 Frickenhéhle

,2Das schone Allgau“ is the name of a regularly published magazine which contains many
illustratied articles about cave trips in this region of the Bavarian Alps. There are photographs
from the Holloch (1936), Wurmloch (1938) and Hohle im Wilden Mann (1940).

After the end of the Second World War people started slowly to get back to normal. There are 5
photographs from ,,Presse-Dient about a trip to the Zwolferhohle im Hochgern.

After the founding of the Verein fir
Hohlenkunde in Munich a new period started.
Some of the members were quite active cave
photographers and presented their works
especially in slide shows. Black and white
photography was also very popular and some
of these photographs found their way into
publications like the ,Laubenstein-Heft*
or into a postcard series oft he Verband der
deutschen Hohlen- und Karstforscher. Dr.
Walter Treibs, Karl Thein, Willi Hermann,
Klaus Vater were the photographers - to
name just a few.

The normal size of the slides was 24x36, after
theend ofthe 1960s alot of cave photographers
changed to 6x6 and a successful period of cave
photography began. With the introduction
of digital photography around 2.000 the
complete scene changed again. Fig. 4 - 1984 Teewasserschacht
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Photos are ubiquitous now, taking photographs costs practically nothing any more, the results
are immediately available and a lot of the work is done automatically. New lighting systems make
it incredibly easy now to bring light into the largest rooms - but the eye of the photographer is
still the most important part in the whole process, to say it methaphorically.
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