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IN the first book-length biography to span Frances Benjamin 
Johnston’s career in photography, author Bettina Berch recounts a 1923 
episode that has yet to receive more attention from photohistorians as 
an example of collaboration between women in the business of pictorial 
photography.1 While visiting Southern California to photograph and 
give slide-illustrated lectures on gardens, Johnston (1864–1952) joined 
forces with a now little-known photographer, Viroque Baker (1889–
1980). Together, they endeavored to launch Kinema-Kraft Prints—a busi­
ness in which Johnston proposed to take photographs on the sets of the 
local motion picture studios. From these, Baker would then make gum 
prints, which would ultimately serve as “hang-it-on-your-living-room-
wall Art,” in Berch’s words.2 Berch understandably describes the plan 
only briefly, characterizing it as a minor episode in the grand story of 
Johnston’s career. She suggests that Johnston’s demand for the lion’s 
share of the profit, along with the studios’ low estimation of the prod­
uct’s value, were likely to blame when the project “never materialized.”3 
A closer look at Johnston’s correspondence in her collection at the 
Library of Congress, however, reveals a more complex situation: the 
project had initial traction, for one, and “experimental prints” were the 
topic of one especially revelatory exchange.4 Thanks to a suggestion by 
photohistorian Monica Bravo—who recommended I look into Johnston 
after I informed her that I was studying the collection Viroque Baker 
presented to the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County in 
19795—we can now also understand the Kinema-Kraft project in relation 
to the formerly unassociated photographic prints.

Owing much to Bettina Gockel’s research and teaching, the 
understanding of Johnston and Baker’s collaboration presented here is 
one in which pictorial photography functions as an adaptable and com­
petitive strategy for creative and enterprising women.6 As Gockel has 
observed, pictorialism persisted in the decades after Alfred Stieglitz 
ceased publication of his journal Camera Work, notably in the hands of 
artists like Johnston, who broke the contemporary confines of White 
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middle-class femininity in the United States and has since become an 
LGBTQ+ icon.7 Although less studied than Johnston, Viroque Baker 
offers a similar case. As a woman aided in her business by a woman who, 
records suggest, was her best friend and eventual life partner, the entre­
preneurial Leah Middleton,8 Baker likewise cultivated a business that 
plumbed what she referred to as “the possibilities for art development” 
in photography.9 Published in a professional profile in the 1926–1927 
edition of Who’s Who in Los Angeles County identifying Baker as a pro­
ducer of “Pictorial Photography,” these words implied possibilities not 
just for the development of photography as art following the Photo- 
Secession, but for the development of photographic artmaking as a prof­
itable business.10 Taking these words as an echo of the ideas underlying 
Kinema-Kraft Prints just a few years earlier, a return now to the 1923 
episode brings into focus a generative moment in this long history of 
pictorial photography when two careers converged.

I. ON THE MOVIE SET

In the early twenties, Johnston and Baker were among a number of 
women in photography whom scholar David S. Shields acknowledges 
were shut out of camera-wielding roles in the “vertical integration of the 
studio,”11 yet managed individual businesses in the Southern California 
motion picture industry—for example, by making portraits.12 As Berch 
astutely observes, Johnston, given the popularity of motion pictures, 
was proposing her project to the studios as a publicity opportunity with 
a sizable price tag and “trying to sell the studios an idea they did not 
really need.”13 The correspondence in Frances Benjamin Johnston’s col­
lection at the Library of Congress, however, shows that the studios took 
a positive interest in her proposal. Johnston offered the studios image 
credits in cases where she used their negatives, as well as credit to the 
films whose sets she shot herself. She also offered the studios the chance 
to review and possibly reject her negatives, which she would then forfeit 
to them for destruction.14 Both Goldwyn and Thomas H. Ince Corpora­
tion agreed to these terms.15 The studio of Mary Pickford, whose recep­
tiveness Johnston claimed offered her “the most encouraging begin­
ning,”16 sent Johnston a contract.17

Johnston’s papers furthermore reveal a wider variety of applica­
tions for the prints than is communicated in her letters to the studios. In 
addition to the studio publicity and the sale of the prints in the depart­
ment stores Berch describes,18 an early letter sent by Johnston soliciting 
consultation on the project suggests these ideas were spin-offs of an 
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initial plan “for an article [...] under some such title as ‘Architecture in 
Relation to the Movies.’”19 In working towards this article, Johnston notes 
how “at Miss Pickford’s, [she] made a few experimental prints […].”20 She 
apparently shared these prints along with her request, because just a 
few days later, she received an encouraging reply: “They are not only 
charming from an artistic point of view,” the consultant wrote, “but they 
possess the elusive quality of an etching, something not usually found in 
a photograph.”21

This consultant was Page Eaton, a former New York-based exec­
utive in the “Art & Gift” business.22 Setting aside Eaton’s observations on 
“the magic” (her words) of Johnston’s subject of the movies, her letter 
stands out in Johnston’s preserved correspondence for its incisive assess­
ment of the regional mass market for photographs printed in this “elu­
sive” technique—a technique which neither Johnston’s inquiry nor 
Eaton’s reply specifies.23 Eaton confirmed that Johnston would need to 
solve “the mechanical problem of reproduction in quantity at a moder­
ate cost,” but voiced no concerns about the effects of mass reproduction 
on the appearance or estimation of the final product.24 Instead, she 
maintained that such “an Art Print line […] would have the charm of nov­
elty as well as the delight of real artistic value.”25 Forecasting that John­
ston’s targeted market was a good one, she cited a recent thirty percent 
growth reported for an unnamed store specifically in “the picture depart­
ment.”26

Eaton’s was a pragmatic evaluation, not a theory of photography, 
and might be easily shrugged off by photohistorians were it not for its 
mention of another, under-researched context for pictorial photogra­
phy: the Better Homes in America movement, launched just the previous 
year. The Better Homes in America movement, in promoting consumer 
patterns while enforcing the notion that People of Color and immigrants 
must be edified in “better” homemaking, as scholars have shown,27 cor­
related for Eaton with what she described as “an increasing demand for 
articles of merit in the home.”28 Johnston’s Kinema-Kraft prints, in the 
former retail executive’s view, were articles of such “merit.” Considering 
more recent critical and creative responses to Johnston, who was White, 
and her earlier work photographing young Black and Indigenous people 
at the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute,29 Eaton’s reference to 
the Better Homes in America movement shows how pictorial photogra­
phy lent itself to “the entire civilizing mission that disavowed structural 
violence,” to cite photohistorian Laura Wexler’s reading of contemporary 
photographer Carrie Mae Weems’s engagement with Johnston’s photo­
graphs in The Hampton Project.30 In Johnston’s surviving correspondence 
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on Kinema-Kraft Prints, Better Homes in America appears as a side­
note—but one which begs closer scrutiny, following Weems and others, 
of pictorial photography for its role in this history.31

II. STICKING WITH THE GUM PRINT 

It is unclear which exact prints Johnston showed Eaton to elicit the vet­
eran retailer’s remarks on their technique and potential salability, but 
they were most likely gums printed by Viroque Baker showing the sets 
of Mary Pickford’s 1923 film, Rosita.32 Johnston corresponded with 
Pickford’s studio requesting “Miss Pickford’s written O.K. for the use of 

(1)  Viroque Baker (signed), Set for Mary Pickford, 1920s – Gum 
print, [1923], gum print mounted on paper, 17.8 × 22.9 cm 
(print), 45.7 × 35.6 cm (with mat), Viroque Baker (1889–1980) 
Collection, 1916–1948. Seaver Center for Western History 
Research, Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County.
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the ‘Rosita’ stills.”33 Of the sixteen photographs in Johnston’s collection 
at the Library of Congress grouped under “Hollywood set prints, 1923,” 
six—all silver gelatin prints—show vacated sets connected to the film by 
labels or notations on the prints or mounts. The collection finding aid 
lists Johnston as the “collector” of the group,34 although she is noted as 
the photographer on some of these prints that were made by former 
librarians from the acquired negatives.35 Finally, three of these silver gel­
atin prints of the Rosita sets correspond to four prints in Viroque Baker’s 
collection at the Natural History Museum in Los Angeles.36

With the annotation “gum print” and minor variations on “Set for 
Mary Pickford” on the backs of their paper mounts, the prints in Baker’s 
collection reveal the same gum technique Berch highlights in her read­
ing of Johnston’s correspondence.37 A close look at one of these gum 
prints shows the same view of a stone-paved street devoid of actors as 

the glossier silver gelatin print in Johnston’s collection, the sky slightly 
cropped (fig. 1). Details in the Johnston collection print—the lines of mor­
tar marking exposed brickwork, a curtain parted in an upstairs window 
in the background (fig. 2)—indeed elude the viewer of the gum. The lines 
of the street’s masonry appear roughened and the sky filled with flecks. 

(2)  Frances Benjamin Johnston (attributed to), Calif., Hollywood, scene from  
“The Street Singer” or “Rosita,” 1923, silver gelatin print, 20.3 × 25.4 cm, Frances 
Benjamin Johnston Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Prints & Photo-
graphs Division, LOT 11745 (G).



358 Nicole Krup Oest

The print’s torn edges assert its tactility within the opening of the mat—
an opening further framed by lines hand-drawn in pencil. While its sta­
tus as an “article of merit” is certainly open to debate, the gum print’s 
status as an article—an object38—is not.

Despite being “novel” to Eaton, these characteristics that differ­
entiate the gum print from the silver gelatin photograph were far from 
new to photographers in both practice and public debate. Bettina Gock­
el’s digitization of Camera Work makes quantifying a facet of this history 
more accessible than ever before: occurrences of the word “gum” in the 
magazine drop after 1911, before a final mention in the closing 1917 
double issue by the poster-child of the new “straight photography,” Paul 
Strand.39 In this essay, Strand famously disparages the “gum-print, oil 
print, etc., in which the introduction of hand work and manipulation is 
merely the expression of an impotent desire to paint.”40 But as part of 
Baker and Johnston’s pictorial business strategy in 1923, the gum print’s 
mass retail potential, at least in one advisor’s view, rested in no small 
part on this offering of “something not usually found in a photograph.”41

Partway through the project, Baker had a chance to re-test the 
gum print strategy when the studio of Cecil B. DeMille loaned her some 
negatives directly. “They are not particularly interesting,” Baker wrote to 
Johnston, “but I think can be made so in the printing.”42 Here, the gum 
technique promised not only a novel result but a critical intervention 
when Johnston and Baker’s collaboration faced an otherwise impossible 
challenge: “Unfortunately, the sets at Guadalupe have been torn down, 
so there’s no chance to make other negatives,” Baker advised.43 A gum 
print in Baker’s collection at the Natural History Museum showing the 
“City of Rameses” set from director Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Command-
ments exhibits a result of Baker’s efforts (fig. 3).44 The city’s wall appears 
grainy, the figures in the background as shadows. Baker signed her 
name as on several of her gum prints of film sets—on the front in the 
margin.

This return to and broadening of Berch’s research with Baker’s 
collection reveals several nuanced outcomes of the attempted collabora­
tion with Johnston. With these few known surviving prints, the project 
likely failed to achieve the scale that Johnston envisioned. Setting up a 
creative business peripheral to the film studios was no easy task. On the 
same weekend she wrote to the studios to cement their cooperation, 
Johnston herself wrote as much to Baker: “Of course, I do not minimize 
the difficulties or dangers which beset an undertaking of this kind, espe­
cially in dealing with the Motion Picture Producers.” In the same letter, 
however, Johnston also referred to a more immediate business concern: 



(3)  Viroque Baker (signed), Set for The Ten Commandments – 1920s – Gum print, [1923], gum 
print mounted on paper, 26 × 20.3 cm (print), 45.7 × 35.6 cm (with mount), Viroque Baker  
(1889–1980) Collection, 1916–1948. Seaver Center for Western History Research, Natural History 
Museum of Los Angeles County. From a negative provided to the artist by Famous Players-Lasky 
Corporation.
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a disagreement between Johnston and Baker on the “proper value” of 
Baker’s “work and qualifications,” which Baker—as Johnston wrote—sug­
gested were at least equal to Johnston’s.45 Johnston argued that she her­
self should have a greater share of the profits than Baker because, among 
other reasons, she planned to not only make the negatives, but also had 
the idea for the business in the first place. The “combination,” as Johnston 
referred to the collaboration, was under threat from Baker’s defense of 
the relative value of her gum prints.46

At its heart, this difference was certainly nothing new in the 
world of business. A hopeful Johnston concluded the letter with the wish 
that her work with Baker could proceed. Baker, however, in her ultimate 
signing of and inclusion of the film set prints in her personal collection, 
carried out her own version of the plan without her senior collaborator. 
This gesture might scan as a simple vote for the importance of the prints 
as “article[s] of merit” and printing photographs as an interpretive pro­
cess, at best—theft, at worst. But to what end? Reinforced hangers adhered 
to the backs of some of Baker’s film set prints’ paper mounts hint at their 
histories of display.47 One gum bears an exhibition entry form for the 
1931 California Artists’ Fiesta. But the form lists the print as “not for 
sale,” and the other prints, if Baker ever offered them for sale, clearly 
counted among the copies never sold.48

Baker continued to make and compete with gum prints, garner­
ing accolades for her unique approach to this work in the genre of por­
traiture.49 She also developed a specialty photographing architecture, 
albeit off the Hollywood lots.50 Reproductions of photographs corre­
sponding to signed prints in her collection showing houses designed by 
architect R. M. Schindler began circulating internationally as early as 
1929.51 Searches for her name in digital repositories reveal reproduc­
tions of her photographs in publications ranging from the Los Angeles 
Times to California Arts & Architecture.52 Like Johnston, she photo­
graphed gardens: her name appears under reproductions in Architec-
tural Digest and Desert magazine.53 In 1933, the prolific Los Angeles Times 
columnist Alma Whitaker ran a short piece on Baker celebrating the 
acceptance of her bromide print of an electric waffle iron by the interna­
tional photographic salon of the Chicago World’s Fair.54 Doubtlessly 
appealing to the crowds drawn by the “Century of Progress” theme, 
reflections in a version of Baker’s photograph in her collection radiate off 
the polished metal surfaces of this modern home appliance in an invoca­
tion of the “circular rhythms” praised by Margaret Watkins in her essay, 
“Advertising and Photography” (fig. 4).55 Shot for the chic Young’s Market,56 
whose advertising executive had recently passed the presidency of the 



(4)  Viroque Baker, Waffle Iron – Young’s Market Company – Los Angeles, Permanently hung in 
“Julius Rosenwald” Museum of Science and Industry – Chicago, c. 1933, photographic print 
(possibly bromide) mounted on paper, 33 × 26.7 cm (print), 45.7 × 35.6 cm (with mount),  
Viroque Baker (1889–1980) Collection, 1916–1948. Seaver Center for Western History Research, 
Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County.
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Los Angeles Association of Advertising Women to Baker,57 the 1933 pho­
tograph was likely the result of another collaboration between creative 
women in business, with the application of lessons from pictorial pho­
tography—this time in the form of a sharper print—a winning strategy.58 

In the history of collections of photography by women in South­
ern California museums, it is notable that Johnston’s, which she sold to 
Henry E. Huntington in 1924,59 and Baker’s, which she gave to the Natu­
ral History Museum fifty-five years later, were among the first.60 Their 
collaboration in the summer of 1923 offers a rare record of an especially 
articulate private debate between women about both art and what 
Kelley Wilder has referred to as “the business of photography.”61 On the 
surface a common dispute about the relative value of ideas versus 
objects, and, as Johnston also acknowledged, the time of creative and 
enterprising women tied up in each,62 the episode is exceptionally pro­
ductive in illustrating “the possibilities for art development” in photog­
raphy. It shows how much is to be learned about the contributions of 
women to the businesses surrounding Hollywood motion pictures and 
the home, if, following Bettina Gockel, we welcome a critical return to 
source materials.
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