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“Recording the New: The Architectural Photography of Bedford Lemere & Co. 1870-1930” is an 
online exhibition of photographs from the Bedford Lemere & Co. Collection of architectural 
photography. Presented on the Royal Institute of British Architecture (RIBA) website, it is a 
continuation of an exhibition curated by English Heritage at the Victoria and Albert Museum 
from June 4 to October 30, 2011. 

In turning the original physical exhibition into an online experience the RIBA offer an alternative 
format that both benefits from the possibilities of the web but also suffers from some of its 
limitations. Online exhibitions have been used to reach a wider audience than those that walk 
through a museum’s doors for approaching twenty years now and remain an issue around 
which little consensus can be found.  In an early contribution to the debate around online 
exhibitions, “Going Global: Reaching Out to the Online Visitor,” Klaus Müller examined the 
different experiences that are had by online visitors versus ones that visit the physical exhibit at 
the museum. He argued that online exhibitions make the viewing experience solitary rather than 
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social but that they also give users a new way to interact with objects - by zooming in or 
including video within the exhibit space for example.  

Beyond these now basic ideas however, Müller more interestingly suggested that that this new 
format of exhibition is one that allows for “a democratization of museum culture.”  Anyone with 
an internet connection can view these exhibitions; they do not need to afford the travel 
expenses or museum admission fees that make traditional exhibitions a sometimes exclusive 
experience. Nor do they have to conform to set opening hours or spend time travelling and 
queuing. An online exhibition thus becomes, in theory at least, an excellent way to spread a 
museum’s collections to more users. Although online exhibitions are becoming more common 
addition to the traditional museum curatorial ensemble, they have yet to fully replace the 
experience of actually visiting a museum – much to the surprise of some and the relief of others. 

This particular exhibition seems to be an ideal candidate for the online format; an extensive 
series of old and delicate photographs that many people will browse quickly with only selective 
images becoming the focus of detailed attention. Bedford Lemere & Co. were English 
photographers active in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, famous for their work 
with architectural photography. They focused on photographing modern buildings rather than 
classical architecture during the turn of the century and were seen by many as key to the 
promotion of modernism in the United Kingdom.  

“Traveling” through the exhibition the viewer is taken on a journey from the early days of the 
company chronologically through their body of work - the portraits found in their early work to 
the focus on modern architecture found in their later work. Along this journey, the exhibit 
provides viewers with a fascinating look at turn of the century architecture and beyond. Power 
stations, telephone boxes, and department stores, as well as car dealerships, factories and 
private homes make up the images of the exhibition, turning it into a veritable encyclopedia of 
early modernist buildings and architecture. 

Structurally, “Recording the New” is broken up into seven different topics with a further look at 
the digitization of the collection and a blog where viewers of the exhibition are encouraged to 
share their opinions. Technically, it is somewhat clunky to navigate as there is no way to browse 
the photographs, and moving through each section requires going to a new page. It is a design 
that forces the viewer to progress in a particular direction through the exhibit - just as they might 
in a physical exhibit. However, when a user is finished viewing a section they are required to 
return to the main section in order to navigate to a new section of the exhibit. It makes the 
experience somewhat cumbersome and, at times repetitive.  

In terms of the descriptions that accompany the images, each photograph has a detailed 
caption that gives valuable information about the image presented as well as background 
information on Bedford Lemere & Co. Each caption gives a visitor to the online exhibition 
perspective beyond the single image, noting that Bedford Lemere & Co. were known for 
photographing similar architectural features or specific information about the building featured in 
the picture. The captions then go on to situate the photo in the history of Bedford Lemere & Co., 
allowing viewers to understand how unusual this focus on contemporary architecture was for 
photography in that time period. 

Breaking the images into different categories makes the exhibit more manageable and helps 
focus the viewer’s attention on different ideas presented by the various photographs. The 
section on photography as a practice turns the lens around to focus on the equipment used to 
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take the historic shots and thus the exhibition offers a double reading of its content. By clicking 
on a link below the picture, a few of the images can be enlarged for the viewer and, in this 
sense, we see one of the great benefits of the online format. The images are sharp in quality 
and provide the viewer of the exhibition with a variety of interior and exterior shots of different 
buildings. 

One of the weaknesses of the exhibition is that there are perhaps too few images in the online 
exhibit. That said, a look in the section on the digitization of the photos shows that over 8,000 of 
the photographs can be viewed through the English Heritage’s internet archive. Although the 
exhibition could have benefitted from more material, the ability to enlarge more of the images, 
and by giving the user the ability to browse the collection more freely, the history presented in 
“Recording the New” is fascinating and well worth the time taken to see it. Although clunky to 
maneuver on occassion, this online exhibition is effective and conveys a strong message on the 
significance of Bedford Lemere & Co.’s contribution to the world of architectural photography. 
The online format opens it up to a wider audience than could have been reached by the original 
exhibition and offers a few technical benefits on the side. 

 

Link to exhibit: 
http://www.architecture.com/LibraryDrawingsAndPhotographs/Exhibitionsandloans/BedfordLem
ereCo/BedfordLemereCo.aspx 
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