
ACTA HISTRIAE
34, 2026, 2

UDK/UDC 94(05) ISSN 1318-0185ACTA HISTRIAE 34, 2026, 2, pp. 117-284



UDK/UDC 94(05) 

Zgodovinsko društvo za južno Primorsko - Koper
Società storica del Litorale - Capodistria

ACTA HISTRIAE
34, 2026, 2

KOPER 2026

ISSN 1318-0185
e-ISSN 2591-1767



ACTA HISTRIAE • 34 • 2026 • 2

ISSN 1318-0185                UDK/UDC 94(05)             Letnik 34, leto 2026, številka 2
e-ISSN 2591-1767

Darko Darovec

Gorazd Bajc, Furio Bianco (IT), Flavij Bonin, Paolo Broggio (IT), Stuart Carroll (UK), Àngel Casals 
Martínez (ES), Alessandro Casellato (IT), Dragica Čeč, Lovorka Čoralić (HR), Darko Darovec, Marco 
Fincardi (IT), Darko Friš, Aleksej Kalc, Borut Klabjan, Urška Lampe, Amanda Madden (USA), John 
Martin (USA), Robert Matijašić (HR), Aleš Maver, Darja Mihelič , Edward Muir (USA), Jeppe Büchert 
Netterstrøm (DK), Žiga Oman, Egon Pelikan, Luciano Pezzolo (IT), Jože Pirjevec, Claudio Povolo (IT), 
Marijan Premović (MNE), Colin Rose (CA), Vida Rožac Darovec, Tamara Scheer (AT), 
Polona Tratnik, Boštjan Udovič, Marta Verginella, Nancy M. Wingfield (USA), Salvator Žitko.

Žiga Oman, Urška Lampe, Boštjan Udovič, Jasmina Rejec

Cecilia Furioso Cenci (it.), Žiga Oman (angl.), Elena Peskar (it., angl.)

Žiga Oman (angl., slo.), Cecilia Furioso Cenci (it.)

Zgodovinsko društvo za južno Primorsko - Koper / Società storica del Litorale - Capodistria© 
/ Inštitut IRRIS za raziskave, razvoj in strategije družbe, kulture in okolja / Institute IRRIS for 
Research, Development and Strategies of Society, Culture and Environment / Istituto IRRIS 
di ricerca, sviluppo e strategie della società, cultura e ambiente©

Zgodovinsko društvo za južno Primorsko, SI-6000, Koper-Capodistria, Garibaldijeva 18 
/ Via Garibaldi 18, e-mail: actahistriae@gmail.com; https://zdjp.si/en/p/actahistriae/
Založništvo PADRE d.o.o.
300 izvodov/copie/copies

Javna agencija za znanstvenoraziskovalno in inovacijsko dejavnost 
Republike Slovenije / Slovenian Research and Innovation Agency

Rudarji v turističnem delu rudnika živega srebra v Idriji / Minatori nella parte 
turistica della miniera di mercurio di Idria / Miners in the tourist section of 
the mercury mine in Idrija (foto: Jani Peternelj, arhiv: CUDHg Idrija). 

Redakcija te številke je bila zaključena 30. junija 2026.

Odgovorni urednik/
Direttore responsabile/
Editor in Chief:
Uredniški odbor/ 
Comitato di redazione/
Board of Editors:

Uredniki/Redattori/
Editors:

Prevodi/Traduzioni/
Translations:
Lektorji/Supervisione/
Language Editors:
Izdajatelja/Editori/
Published by:

Sedež/Sede/Address: 

Tisk/Stampa/Print:	
Naklada/Tiratura/Copies:
Finančna podpora/
Supporto finanziario/
Financially supported by:

Slika na naslovnici/
Foto di copertina/
Picture on the cover:

Revija Acta Histriae je vključena v naslednje podatkovne baze / Gli articoli pubblicati in questa rivista sono inclusi nei seguenti indici di citazione 
/ Articles appearing in this journal are abstracted and indexed in: CLARIVATE ANALYTICS (USA): Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), 
Social Scisearch, Arts and Humanities Citation Index (A&HCI), Journal Citation Reports / Social Sciences Edition (USA); IBZ, Internationale 
Bibliographie der Zeitschriftenliteratur (GER); International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (IBSS) (UK); Referativnyi Zhurnal Viniti 
(RUS); European Reference Index for the Humanities and Social Sciences (ERIH PLUS); Elsevier B. V.: SCOPUS (NL); DOAJ.

To delo je objavljeno pod licenco / Quest'opera è distribuita con Licenza / This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY 4.0.

Navodila avtorjem in vsi članki v barvni verziji so prosto dostopni na spletni strani: https://zdjp.si.
Le norme redazionali e tutti gli articoli nella versione a colori sono disponibili gratuitamente sul sito: https://zdjp.si/it/.

The submission guidelines and all articles are freely available in color via website http: https://zdjp.si/en/.



ACTA HISTRIAE • 34 • 2026 • 2

Volume 34, Koper 2026, issue 2UDK/UDC 94(05) ISSN 1318-0185
e-ISSN 2591-1767

VSEBINA / INDICE GENERALE / CONTENTS

Janez Mlinar: The Role of Ironmaking in a Premodern Rural 
Community. The Example of the Weissenfels Lordship ...........................................
Il ruolo della siderurgia nella comunità rurale di premoderna. 
L’esempio della signoria di Weissenfels
Vloga železarstva v predmoderni ruralni skupnosti. 
Primer gospostva Weissenfels

Gašper Oitzl: Migrations and Identities in Ironmaking 
in the Slovenian Territory during the Late Middle Ages 
and Early Modern Period .........................................................................................
Migrazioni e identità nella siderurgia 
in Slovenia tra tardo Medioevo e prima 
età moderna
Migracije in identitete v železarstvu na Slovenskem 
v poznem srednjem in zgodnjem 
novem veku

Sabine Rutar: Mining as Maritime History? 
The Coalmine in Sečovlje from Fascist Beginnings 
to the Early Cold War ..............................................................................................
L’estrazione mineraria come storia marittima? 
La miniera di carbone di Sicciole (Sečovlje, Slovenia) 
dagli esordi del fascismo ai primi anni della guerra fredda
Rudarstvo kot pomorska zgodovina? 
Premogovnik v Sečovljah od fašističnih začetkov do 
zgodnje hladne vojne

117

133

151



ACTA HISTRIAE • 34 • 2026 • 2

Andrea Negro: On the Side of Production Waste: 
Doctors and Occupational Medicine in Support 
of Sick Miners between Belgium and Italy ..............................................................
Dalla parte degli scarti di produzione. 
I medici e la medicina del lavoro a sostegno 
dei minatori malati tra il Belgio e l’Italia
Na strani proizvodnih odpadkov. 
Zdravniki in delovna medicina v podporo bolnim rudarjem 
med Belgijo in Italijo

Resul Babaoğlu, Emin Alp Malkoç & Feyza Kurnaz Şahin: 
“A Coal Stain Is Hard to Remove”: Türkiye’s Mining Agenda f
rom the Perspective of the Humor Magazines ..........................................................
“La macchia di carbone è difficile da rimuovere”: 
il programma minerario della Turchia dalla prospettiva 
delle riviste umoristiche (1960–1980)
»Madež od premoga je težko odstraniti«: 
turška rudarska agenda z vidika humorističnih revij 
(1960–1980)

Jan Babnik: Visual Economy of Sameness: 
Photography of Miners and of Mining Labor 
in Slovenian Photoreportage of the Twentieth 
and Early Twenty-First Centuries .............................................................................
Economia visiva dell’uniformità: la fotografia dei minatori 
e del lavoro minerario nel fotoreportage sloveno del XX 
e dei primi decenni del XXI secolo
Vizualna ekonomija istosti: fotografija rudarjev 
in rudarskega dela v slovenski fotoreportaži 
20. in zgodnjega 21. stoletja

177

197

241



ACTA HISTRIAE • 34 • 2026 • 2

241

Jan BABNIK: VISUAL ECONOMY OF SAMENESS: PHOTOGRAPHY OF MINERS AND OF MINING LABOR ..., 241–284

VISUAL ECONOMY OF SAMENESS: 
PHOTOGRAPHY OF MINERS AND OF MINING LABOR IN 

SLOVENIAN PHOTOREPORTAGE OF THE TWENTIETH AND 
EARLY TWENTY-FIRST CENTURIES

Jan BABNIK
Institute IRRIS for Research, Development and Strategies of Society, Culture and Environment, Čentur 1f, 

6273 Marezige, Slovenia
Membrana Institute, Maurerjeva 8, 1000 Ljubljana, Slovenia

e-mail: jan.babnik@irris.eu

ABSTRACT
Throughout Slovenia’s history, across the various historical periods of the twenti-

eth and early twenty-first centuries—from the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes 
through Yugoslav Socialism to the Slovenian Liberal republic—photoreportages have 
consistently portrayed miners and mining labor through a homogeneous visual style 
characterized by direct, unassuming photography. This article examines how such 
depictions functioned within shifting political and ideological contexts, focusing 
on the intersection of visual representation and socio-mythological construction. 
Drawing on Marx’s concept of the commodity form, Barthes’s theory of naturaliza-
tion and myth, and structuralist notions of symbolic exchange, the study employs 
socio-semiotic analysis to reveal how the imagery of miners gave rise to a “visual 
economy of sameness.” This visual economy abstracted labor into standardized sym-
bolic forms, reinforcing dominant ideological narratives and shaping public memory 
across historical periods. The article argues that the persistent reduction of miners 
to emblematic visual signs served as a powerful means of constructing the desired 
collective identities of different socio-political periods.

Keywords: photography of miners, photography of labor, commodity form, Slovenian 
photoreportage, myth and photography, symbolic economy, press photography

ECONOMIA VISIVA DELL’UNIFORMITÀ:
LA FOTOGRAFIA DEI MINATORI E DEL LAVORO MINERARIO 

NEL FOTOREPORTAGE SLOVENO DEL XX E DEI PRIMI DECENNI 
DEL XXI SECOLO

SINTESI
Nel corso della storia slovena, nei diversi periodi storici del XX e dei primi 

decenni del XXI secolo – dalla monarchia del Regno dei Serbi, Croati e Sloveni al 
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socialismo jugoslavo fino alla repubblica liberale slovena – i fotoreportage han-
no rappresentato con costanza i minatori, il loro lavoro e la loro fatica attraverso 
uno stile visivo omogeneo, caratterizzato da una fotografia diretta e priva di 
artifici. Questo articolo esamina il modo in cui tali raffigurazioni hanno operato 
all’interno di contesti politici e ideologici mutevoli, concentrandosi sull’interse-
zione tra rappresentazione visiva e costruzione socio-mitologica. Richiamandosi 
al concetto marxiano di forma-merce, alla teoria barthesiana della naturalizza-
zione e del mito, nonché alle nozioni strutturaliste di scambio simbolico, lo studio 
adotta un’analisi sociosemiotica per mostrare come l’immaginario dei minatori 
abbia dato forma a una “economia visiva dell’uniformità”. Questa economia 
visiva ha astratto il lavoro in forme simboliche standardizzate, rafforzando le 
narrazioni ideologiche dominanti e plasmando la memoria pubblica nei diversi 
periodi storici. L’articolo sostiene che la persistente riduzione dei minatori a 
segni visivi emblematici abbia costituito un potente mezzo di costruzione delle 
identità collettive desiderate nei vari periodi socio-politici.

Parole chiave: fotografia dei minatori, fotografia del lavoro, forma-merce, fotoreportage 
sloveno, mito e fotografia, economia simbolica, fotografia di stampa

INTRODUCTION1

Throughout Slovenia’s history, across a range of social and political 
contexts, there has been a notable consistency in how miners and mining 
labor were depicted in photoreportages2 in print and electronic media. This 
representational homogeneity—best described as a realistic stylization with a 
preference for simple, compositionally straightforward photography even to 
the point of unassuming, amateur aesthetics—is not without its reasons. This 
observation emerges from research on photoreportages of miners in Slovenian 

1	 This article results from research conducted for the project N6-0268 Political Functions of Folk-
tales, program P6-0435 The Practices of Conflict Resolution between Customary and Statutory Law 
in the Area of Today’s Slovenia and Neighboring Countries, Large Language Models for Digital 
Humanities (LLM4DH, GC-0002), supported by the Slovenian Research and Innovation Agency 
(ARIS), and supported by COST Action CA22149, Research Network for Interdisciplinary Studies 
of Transhistorical Deliberative Democracy (CHANGECODE), funded by COST, European Coop-
eration in Science and Technology. The author thanks the reviewers for their insightful comments 
and suggestions for revision, Gallery Jakopič (Ljubljana) for the reproduction-ready images of pho-
toreportages, and the editors for their work.

2	 The terms “photo essay,” “photo story,” and “photoreportage” are used interchangeably, es-
pecially within the context of Slovenian photojournalism. Throughout the article, the subtle 
differences in degrees between photo-news, photoreports, and photoreportage are not explicitly 
addressed (for more on this topic cf. Tomanić Trivundža & Skočir, 2021).
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photojournalism since the early twentieth century, which drew from a variety 
of sources, including newspapers, weekly publications, illustrated weeklies, 
and magazines.3

In the Slovenian press of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the “real” 
miner emerges as an elusive figure—simultaneously visible and invisible. Miners 
are made visible only through a dual filter of signification: materially, via the visual 
paraphernalia of lamps, helmets, and soot-covered faces; and symbolically through 
socio-mythological characteristics of roughness, endurance, perseverance, almost 
unbridled solidarity, and stoicism in the face of insurmountable odds.4 Even before 
one sees the images of miners one expects their appearance to conform to the norma-
tive social image-image of miners in both meanings—pictorial and linguistic.5 The 
role of cultural memory in the social image-image of the miners is not to be under-
estimated as it often serves to reinforce the particular socio-political connotations. 
Even beyond the narrow Slovenian context, one of the main reasons for the strong 
and prevalent cultural mythology of mining in general (Clark & Szerszynski, 2020; 
Freese, 2003)—coal mining in particular—lies in its central position in the Industrial 
Revolution. Coal shaped both the capitalist mode of production (Clark & Szerszynski, 

3	 The research was initially conducted by a team of researchers, focusing on the genre of photoreportage 
in Slovenian dailies, weeklies, illustrated journals, and—toward the end of the twentieth and into the 
early twenty-first century—digital media platforms. The corpus encompassed nearly all major and mi-
nor Slovenian periodicals in these categories, ensuring broad coverage of the media landscape across 
different historical and political contexts. While the research included a comprehensive selection of 
media outlets, it did not aim to examine all photoreportage content within them. Instead, sampling 
was carried out until a sufficiently diverse and analytically productive range of material was identi-
fied, enabling theoretically substantiated inferences about representational patterns, thematic devel-
opments, and discursive shifts over time. The study focused on both mature photoreportage formats 
and earlier proto-photoreportages, with the aim of tracing their visual, representational, and ideologi-
cal functions across Slovenia’s changing socio-political formations. In the process, the research also 
engaged with the definition of the photoreportage genre itself, as it unfolded through the history of 
Slovenian photojournalism—mapping its sub-genres, formal variations, and its border cases with ad-
jacent formats such as photo-news. The findings of the broader research were published by Tomanić 
et al. (2021), who offer a comprehensive analysis of the genre’s development, functions, and cultural 
significance. Subsequently, the author conducted a more targeted study—using similar methodologi-
cal parameters—specifically focused on the visual representation of miners. This sub-study enabled 
a deeper investigation into recurring visual motifs, ideological framings, and the socio-mythological 
construction of miners across various historical periods of Slovenia. The research was focused on 
published material in the media, and it excluded other instances where photojournalistic work might 
appear, such as photobooks, various exhibitions, art galleries, collections, archives, etc.; the emphasis 
was on the visual representations in the photoreportages of printed and later electronic media.

4	 Apart from the numerous examples discussed later in this article, miners’ tales constitute a salient 
example of the reproduction of dominant narratives and tropes framing miners’ characteristics. Cf., 
e.g., the many tales collected by Tine Lenarčič (2004), which encapsulate several of these recurrent 
features. For a more in-depth discussion of the role that folktales and narratives play in the constitution 
of social subjects and political ideologies, cf. Tratnik (2023).

5	 Cf. the telling comment written by reporter Jana Župančič while encountering the miners to interview 
them for the photoreportage as she wrote: “Gathered in front of the store by the mine, they appear vir-
tually unrecognizable due to their civilian clothing, lack of helmets and clean faces” (Župančič, 2007; 
photographs by Damjan Žibert).
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2020, 40, 41) and the everyday life of modernity (Freese, 2003, 143). Furthermore, 
the modern age, particularly in Europe during the Industrial Revolution, was largely 
shaped by extractive processes—horizontally through colonialism and vertically 
through extraction industrialism (Clark & Szerszynski, 2020, 104; cf. Sekula, 2018). 
But even though coal mining fueled the Industrial Revolution, the industrializa-
tion of the mining sector itself came only late in the process of industrialization 
(Sekula, 1983, 203–204). The pre-industrial narratives and representational tropes 
surrounding mining and miners (as unsophisticated yet quintessential “toilers” for 
industrialized societies) and visual iconography that emerged in the sixteenth-century 
European context (pickaxe, soot-covered or blackened faces, carrying a lamp, later 
also helmets and headlamps)6 persisted well into the twentieth century, even though 
coal itself more or less disappeared from everyday life late in the century. As George 
Orwell remarked in 1937 in one of the seminal works of documentary literature, The 
Road to Wigan Pier, on the perception of the miner in society: “He is a sort of grimy 
caryatid upon whose shoulders nearly everything that is  not  grimy is supported” 
(Orwell, 1958, 21).7 This notion is particularly noticeable in the case of the figure 
of a miner in Socialist Yugoslavia after the Second World War (the period when Slo-
venian photoreportage fully developed as a genre) when miners’ manual labor stood 
as an epitome of “moral investment in work and citizenship” and miners themselves 
“may be considered iconic for the (self-)imagination of Yugoslav socialist realities” 
(Petrović & Hofman, 2017, 62–63). Such a central position of miners, for example, 
engendered numerous stylized monuments featuring the figure of the miner, far more 
than workers of other branches of industry (Horvatinčić, 2014, 175). This central po-
sition of miners in Yugoslav socialist realities did reach Slovenian photoreportages, 
but, conversely, the stylization itself, so notably manifested in the monuments, never 
fully reached photography in the photoreportages. Photoreportages of miners stand 
out in two significant respects. First, the sheer volume of photoreportages devoted 
to mining surpasses that of all other sectors of industrial labor, including the second 
most frequently represented branch, the textile industry, with its predominantly fe-
male workforce (cf. Tomanić Trivundža, Babnik & Skočir, 2021, 142, 147). Second, 
the socio-cultural position of the miner—a highly symbolic and ideologically charged 

6	 For example, in the sixteenth-century woodcuts in De Re Metallica, a 1556 treatise on metallurgy by 
Georgius Agricola (2011), which represent an early, authoritative visual corpus on mining: they estab-
lished many standard visual elements of the miner at work (tools, underground setting, lighting, etc.).

7	 Orwell’s remark neatly captures one prevailing discourse about miners—as simultaneously ex-
cluded from “civilization” yet essential to its development—a discourse traceable back to De re 
metallica (Agricola, 2011) and notable in Slovenian photoreportage (e.g., casting miners as those 
who “carry the country on their shoulders”). These narratives of underground, unsophisticated 
yet dignified toilers who shape the industrialization above ground—and their recurring discursive 
figurations—are, to a lesser extent, repeated in the Slovenian press (e.g., Gačnik & Hladnik-
Milharčič, 1992). Another recurrent trope is the ascent-descent pattern (prominent in most Slove-
nian photoreportages on mining). For a suggestive connection of the ascent-descent mining trope 
to the classical anabasis/katabasis topos—although originally associated with aristocratic literary 
forms—cf. Craven (2020).
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figure—renders its depiction unique and potentially paradigmatic for broader visual 
representations of labor. No other segment of the working class in Slovenia—particu-
larly within the Yugoslav context—achieved such a dominant socio-cultural position, 
wherein the workers themselves were almost entirely subsumed by their social im-
age. Consequently, miners became frequent subjects of monuments, documentaries, 
films, and photographic projects, serving not merely as representations of labor, but 
as embodiments of broader ideological narratives (cf. Horvatinčić, 2014; Petrović & 
Hofman, 2017). While recognizing that images and figures of miners have appeared 
across a broad spectrum of cultural contexts—from art, film, and monuments to the 
wider tradition of documentary photography, everyday photographic practices, and 
official archival records and mine documentation—this article focuses primarily on 
the representation of miners in photoreportages throughout Slovenian history. Its 
central interest lies in identifying the most normative, widespread, and far-reaching 
representations of miners as they circulated in print media and, subsequently, in 
electronic formats.

As we will observe, a certain pattern emerges from Slovenian photoreportages 
on mining and miners—or rather a certain tension that arises from the coexistence 
of rather unassuming visuality and highly connotative text. This creates a paradox 
of the simultaneous overdetermination and underdetermination of the images. On 
the one hand, the over-determination stems from the miners’ elevated, almost 
“mythical” status, attributed mostly to coal’s primacy as an essential energy 
source bearing the weight of the nation’s progress that, even when not indispen-
sable, persisted well into the twentieth century. On the other hand, there exists a 
stylistic under-determination of these images, which fails to capture the full com-
plexity of social reality—both the harsh realities of mining work and the social 
meaning of the miners’ labor and their societal identities. The highly connotative 
text of the photoreportages that usually frames and anchors the images is, on the 
other hand, always already burdened (connoted) by the images themselves—by 
the cultural, communicative value of the social image of the miners in society. 
This complex duality constitutes what might best be described as a discursively 
and connotatively productive tension, in our case, the linguistic valorization of 
miners and the unassuming visual homogenization of their representation.

This article argues that while the representation of miners in Slovenian photore-
portage has undergone stylistic and narrative shifts, a deeper structural logic remains 
consistent. This persistence operates across three interrelated levels: (1) discursive 
sameness, visible in recurring iconography and tropes—helmets, soot-covered faces, 
and repeated motifs of endurance and resilience; (2) structural sameness, rooted in 
photography’s capacity to abstract and typify labor; and (3) narrative sameness, which 
encodes values such as stoicism or sacrifice into reproducible symbolic forms. These 
levels are mutually constitutive and give rise to a patterned visual economy of same-
ness across changing historical and cultural contexts. This structural persistence can 
be understood through a socio-semiotic framework that draws on Marx’s critique of 
abstraction in the commodity form (Marx, 2010), Barthes’s theory of naturalization 
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and myth (Barthes, 1977a–b; 1991), and structuralist models of communication as 
symbolic exchange (Lévi-Strauss, 1971; Greimas, 1987; Bourdieu, 1991; Saussure, 
2011). Within this framework, photography can be understood as a paradigmatic com-
modity form—a medium whose meaning lies in its heightened (compared to other sign 
systems) capacity to abstract, typify, and circulate, “exchange” meaning. As commodity 
form, photographs gain meaning primarily through differential relations (through social 
practices of signification), enabling the miner’s image to function as a sign within a 
visual economy that obscures the materiality of labor. As Barthes (1977a–b) and Sekula 
(1983; 2014) note, this abstraction becomes especially potent within photographic real-
ism, where the apparent naturalness of the image amplifies its symbolic role.

The apparent structural and stylistic “ordinariness” of photography of miners 
in Slovenian photojournalism, especially so in photoreportages, served to amplify 
broader socio-political discourses through and with the photographs. Photographs 
featured in the photoreportages of the Slovenian press of the twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries inadvertently abstracted the mining labor through metonymi-
cal concentration of the social image of a miner “in-through-with” the photographs 
and metaphorical extension of the meaning—through symbolic economy of photo-
graphs—visual economy of sameness as the normative representational economy. 
The rare deviations and transgressions from the normative visualization of the 
photoreportages highlight the fact that the normative does not constitute the rigid 
limits of what can be made visible but rather that which constitutes particular af-
fectiveness and social effectiveness of communicative practices (meaning-effect, 
i.e. sensemaking or exchange of meaning) and furthermore expose the importance 
of difference between visibility (what can be made visible) and the visual (what 
is visualized) (Traue, Blanc & Cambre, 2019).8 Abstraction of labor in photore-
portages on miners was structurally no less prominent across Slovenia’s pre-war, 
socialist, and post-socialist transition periods; yet it manifested with differences.9

Slovenian photojournalism, with some variations (especially during the oc-
cupation period of 1941–45), evolved through four main eras. From 1918 to 1945, 
it focused on nationally-conscious photoreportage. Post-Second World War, it 
shifted to socialism-building photoreportage, coinciding with the first golden age 
of the genre and the significant rise of illustrated magazines. The late 1960s to 
the early 1970s introduced initiative-giving photoreportage, which in the late 

8	 For more on the difference between the visual, visible, and visibility, cf. Traue, Blanc & Cambre’s 
(2019) explanation of the Foucauldian enounce and enunciation (what is said and what is sayable) 
in connection to the visual and visual-discursive analysis.

9	 These period designations correspond to major historical phases in the territory of present-day 
Slovenia: the pre-war period (1918–1941), under the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes 
(1918–1929) and later the Kingdom of Yugoslavia (1929–1941); the socialist period (1945–late 
1980s), as part of Socialist Yugoslavia; and the post-socialist transition period (late 1980s–early 
1990s), culminating in Slovenia’s independence in 1991 and the establishment of a liberal-dem-
ocratic republic. While “socialist” refers to a political-economic system, it is here employed as a 
temporal shorthand in line with historiographical convention.
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1980s transitioned to watchdog photoreportage. This shift mirrored journalism’s 
changing role from co-creating Slovenian nationhood and a Slovenian socialist 
society to acting increasingly as a supervisory institution of the liberal republic 
(Tomanić Trivundža, Babnik & Skočir, 2021, 126).

MINERS, INDUSTRY, AND LABOR IN THE PRE-WWII PHOTOREPORTAGE

During the interwar period, when photojournalism increasingly turned toward 
the exploration and documentation of social inequalities and themes, especially in 
Weimar German photojournalism, where both the liberal and the opposition press 
were increasingly developing picture stories and photo essays,10 the Slovenian pho-
tographic landscape was still predominantly influenced by the pictorial tradition 
(cf. Kovič, 1990; Štrumej, 2010), focusing on the everyday and the construction 
of national identity with only a handful of exceptions.11 This was a time when in 
Slovenia (at the time largely part of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes 
(KSCS)) any concerted effort to establish a workers’ press (such as the workers’ 
press of the Weimar Republic, the Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung and Arbeiterfoto-
grafie) faced suppression and difficulties, largely due to its perceived affiliations 
with the Communist Party, which was banned in KSCS in 1921. Censorship intensi-
fied, especially following the onset of the 6 January Dictatorship in 1929, a period 
marked by the official censorship of the press and a comprehensive ban on political 
parties (cf. Tomanić Trivundža, Babnik & Skočir, 2021).

Proletarian and socio-critical photographs (especially those related to work 
and labor) struggled to secure a presence in the mainstream illustrated press, for 
example Ilustrirani Slovenec, Ilustracija, and Družinski tednik. Despite these 
constraints, the influence of Weimar worker photography found a place within the 
activities of photo clubs, particularly in the mining region of Zasavje (Lampič, 
1990, 27). Proletarian photographs found an alternative route to the public, cir-
culating among the working class primarily as propaganda material in the form of 
postcards. Notable examples include a postcard commemorating four miners killed 
in a clash with the fascist organization Orjuna12 in Trbovlje on June 1, 1924 (Kralj, 
1970, 188), a postcard featuring a photomontage of two victims of the dictatorship 

10	 For the developments of photography especially in the context of Weimar Republic, documentary pho-
tography and workers’ photography leagues, seminal collections are Witschey (2011) and Ribalta (2015); 
for the developments of photojournalism and illustrated press in Weimar Republic, cf. Hardt (1989).

11	 Some of the exceptions would be “Iz podzemeljske Ljubljane” (From Underground Ljubljana) 
from Ilustracija (Hafner, 1931, 121–122), about people living in the sewers of the city, “Med 
barakami na Kodeljevem” (In the Kodeljevo Slum), (Jutro, April 10, 1938, 5), photographer un-
known, and “Gramozna jama, ljubljanski Ghetto” (Gramozna Jama, the Ljubljana Ghetto), (Jutro, 
March 3, 1938, 3), photographer unknown. 

12	 Orjuna is the acronym for Organizacija jugoslavenskih nacionalista (Organisation of Yugoslav 
Nationalists), organization that stood for a unitarian and centralized Yugoslav state, anticom-
munism, against separatism and Italian irredentism. It was established in 1921 and dissolved in 
1929, along with other parties.
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killed by the gendarmerie in 1929 (Kralj, 1970, 250), and postcards depicting op-
position candidates with their mouths symbolically tied shut as a protest against the 
prohibition of rallies (Kacin-Wohinz, 1965, 199).

Work- and labor-themed photoreportages began to emerge in the Slovenian 
press relatively late in the twentieth century (with only a few exceptions appearing 
earlier) and they never fully embraced the critically realistic imperative of address-
ing social inequalities or wider social relations of labor in society. Instead, what 
evolved were mostly forms of photojournalism, rooted in the tradition of liberal 
humanistic documentary with a few reaching the stylistic level of those associated 
with prominent Western illustrated magazines (e.g. Life, Vu, and Picture Post). 
As a rule, most of the photojournalism adhered to realistic (informative; often il-
lustrative) and less often to stylized (interpretative; often illustrative) aesthetics.13 
The latter was slowly gaining prominence from the mid-twentieth century onwards 
(mostly in weekly magazines such as Mladina, Tovariš, and 7D).

During the interwar period, the mainstream press in Slovenia scarcely featured 
standalone photoreportages on physical labor—the few examples tended to unify the 
visual representation of various types of work (industrial, household, subsistence, 
and craft) treating them with a uniform visual approach that was characteristic of 
the era. Whole-page collages dedicated to a specific type of work, as in an example 
published in Ilustracija “V potu svojega obraza boš jedel kruh” (By the Sweat of 
Your Brow You Will Eat Your Bread) from 192914 (Fig. 1), a rare example of this 
periodical focus on industrial labor. “The withdrawal from the social reality of 
industrial society to non-industrial national iconography can be seen as a defining 
feature of early Slovenian photojournalism” (Tomanić Trivundža, Babnik & Skočir, 
2021, 131). Slovenian national iconography of the period was decidedly pastoral, 
tied to a discourse that construed nature as the privileged locus of nation-building, 
to an idealized and idyllic notion of nationhood rooted in the land and the people, 
and haunted by the specter of industrialism. Allan Sekula noted the conflict between 
idealist historiography and industrialism in mining photographs in general:

The mining photographs, however, present a nature that had already been radi-
cally altered by organized human energies. They introduce another spectre, that 
of industry. That spectre, because it raises the issue of practice, proves to be 
embarrassing for idealist historiography. (Sekula, 1983, 228)

13	 The difference between realistic and stylistic is not rigid nor is it easily defined as it is related to 
the question of social facts building through different visualization strategies. Some of the main 
authors, useful for this purpose, are mentioned in the concluding part of the article. The difference 
could be summarized as the difference between stylistic and factual tendencies of photography. 
For the factographic tradition of Soviet avantgardes that elaborated on these two tendencies quite 
extensively in its writings, cf., e.g., Tret’iakov (2006a–b). For the difference between critical social 
documentary and liberal humanistic documentary photography, cf. Sekula (1978), Rosler (2006), 
and Ribalta (2015).

14	 Ilustracija, 1929, 1, 5: V potu svojega obraza boš jedel kruh, 146. Photographer unknown.
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Fig. 1: “By the Sweat of Your Brow You Will Eat Your Bread” (Ilustracija, 1929, 1, 5, 146; 
photographer unknown).
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Alongside pastoral and alpine landscapes, this iconography featured traditional 
crafts and mostly peasant labor. Only after the Second World War did the visualiza-
tion of domestic, subsistence, and handicraft labor become more clearly separated 
from the visualization of industrial work and labor—both in separate photoreport-
ages and in special sections (usually one-page collages) devoted to domestic and 
traditional crafts—showcasing the self-initiative and inventiveness of Slovenian 
self-management. The pre-war portrayal of work did not yet reflect a modern division 
of labor or the conceptualization of work as paid and organized labor (Komlosy, 
2018, 75), nor did it fully embrace photographic modernism as it, to borrow from 
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Sekula yet again, “avoided the iconography of industrialism, preferring instead the 
pastoral, the baroque, the sentimental, and the romantic individualism of the portrait” 
(Sekula, 1983, 223). Common features of the time were whole-page collages of 
portraits of founders of established firms with photographs of the exterior facades of 
the company’s buildings, particularly in the weekly Ilustrirani Slovenec (a weekly 
supplement to Slovenec, a conservative daily newspaper) and Domači prijatelj, as 
were the interior workshop shots, which often resembled advertisement photography.

Fig. 2–3: Filip Uratnik, “Impressions from the Mining District of Trbov-
lje,” published in Delavec, photographer unknown (Uratnik, 1933, 1–2).
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One of the rare examples of realistic representations of workers’ living 
conditions of the time, notably the miners’, is Filip Uratnik’s “Vtisi iz Tr-
boveljskih revirjev” (Impressions from the Trbovlje Mining District), pub-
lished in Delavec pages 1 and 2 on July 25, 1933 (Uratnik, 1933), which 
includes several photographs of the mining community: bone-thin children’s 
bodies under telling captions “Are we going to bed hungry?,” a photograph 
of an overcrowded miners’ colony with the title “Unfriendly colony,” and 
a photograph of parents who are “Gravely concerned” (Uratnik, 1933, 1–2) 
(Fig. 2–3). The text vividly depicts the hunger of miners’ families and their 
struggle to survive on meagre wages in deplorable, damp, and overcrowded 
barracks. This is one of the few photoreportages that uses photographs in 
an explicitly evidential and accusative manner, not surprisingly published by 
the Slovenian Trade Union Movement; it also stands out as one of the few 
illustrated articles in the periodical’s history.

MINERS IN PHOTOREPORTAGES IN THE PERIOD 
OF YUGOSLAV SOCIALISM

Industrial working-class iconography in the Slovenian press of the mid- 
to late twentieth century is epitomized by figures such as the ironworker, 
rail worker, foundry worker, and most notably, the miner. Characterized by a 
face smeared with soot, a helmet, and a tool in hand, these workers are often 
depicted against the dramatic backdrop of white-hot materials in the process 
of being worked, enveloped in the luminance of ironwork sparks or, in the 
case of miners, illuminated by the surrounding miners’ headlamps. However, 
it was uncommon for such powerful symbolic imagery to be featured within 
photoreportages dedicated solely to the theme of labor. More frequently, such 
symbolic images were found accompanying articles addressing the political 
and social dynamics of Yugoslav development, self-management, and the 
advancement of socialist society, as well as significant state anniversaries 
and commemorations (as exemplified by the numerous covers of periodicals 
featuring articles on the economy, self-management, syndicalism movements). 
By contrast, the photographs included in photojournalism pieces, were com-
positionally far less complex and unassuming, purposefully relegated to the 
role of illustrating the text rather than standing as focal visual points in their 
own right.

In the period immediately after the Second World War, the initial postwar 
press in Yugoslavia concentrated on fragmented portrayals of industrial ac-
complishments, including power stations, coal mines, trains, and dams, which 
Sergei Tret’iakov (2006b, 75) might have termed as “heaps of scrap metal”. 
Additionally, this era featured portrayals of shock workers, often through full-
page collages of their portraits, celebrating physical labor and highlighting the 
contributions of workers’ collectives and exceptional individuals in achieving 
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Fig. 4: “The Workers from Jesenice are at the Forefront of Shock Workers” (Tovariš, 1946, 
10, 17; photographer unknown).
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production targets. These portraits of shock workers served as a postwar coun-
terpart to the pre-war bourgeois portraits of company founders often featured 
in mainstream illustrated press. The importance of achieving and surpassing 
production goals was also accentuated in short comparative reportages on dif-
ferent production collectives competing in achieving state-assigned quotas, 
or with reportages on exemplary workers and collectives—for instance: “S 
Hukičevim načinom vrtanja se bo proizvodnja nafte lahko podvojila” (With 
the Hukič Method of Drilling We Will be Able to Double Oil Production), 
published in Slovenski poročevalec on November 5, 1949,15 or “Jeseniški 
delavci so na čelu udarnikov” (The Workers from Jesenice are at the Forefront 
of Shock Workers) published in Tovariš, no. 10, 194616 (Fig. 4). A whole 
preceding page to the latter is devoted entirely to the description and praise 
of the Stakhanov or Stakhanovite movement, the Soviet movement of shock 
workers named after “the first among shock workers” which excelled in reach-
ing production quotas and which “proved that one man can work for six.”17 
Celebrating the heroes of socialist labor and promoting higher productivity 
in postwar reconstruction, industrialization, and socialist state-building. In 
this respect most of the periodicals were similar to the Soviet agitprop model, 
while it was the Tovariš magazine, which was far more focused on visual 
representation; as a consequence Tovariš, especially in the 1950s, developed 
recognizable aesthetics.

As indicated, the majority of the images in the photoreportages were 
deliberately assigned a subordinate role, serving primarily to illustrate the 
text rather than functioning as independent visual focal points. A telling ex-
ample of this apparent subservience of the image to the written word can be 
found in a photoreportage published on the Miners’ Day in Dnevnik on July 
3, 1980 “Luč kopačeve toplote” (Light of the Digger’s Warmth). In the lead 
section of the article, we can read: “It was in the mining districts where the 
Slovenian proletariat was forged. […] The flames of revolutionary rebellion 
raged […] However, men with strong fists, tired muscles, and soot-covered 
faces are saving our homeland yet again” (Šefic, 1980, 9; photographs by 
Lado Čuk).

If one expected the predominance of social realism style imagery in the 
photoreportages of the mainstream media (heroization of the proletariat, heroic 
realism) one would be surprised to find the photographs in this photoreport-
age quite straightforward and stylistically rather unassuming; the miners are 
presented as cheerful.18 The images are doubly “miscoded”: on the one hand, 

15	 Slovenski poročevalec, 5. 11. 1949: S Hukičevim načinom vrtanja se bo proizvodnja nafte lahko 
podvojila, 1. Photographer unknown.

16	 Tovariš, 1946, 2, 10: Jeseniški delavci so na čelu udarnikov, 17. Photographer unknown.
17	 Tovariš, 1946, 2, 10: Stehanov in njegovo delo, 16.
18	 Highly stylized and heroic imagery was usually reserved for the covers of magazines and dailies or for the 

title images of the articles on commemorations.
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Fig. 5–6: Matija Dermastia, “Tomorrow is a New Day,” published in Tovariš with pho-
tographs by Ksaver Dolenc (Dermastia, 1970). Reproduction photographs by: Matevž 
Paternoster/MGML.
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being almost neutral, they are in contrast to the strong textual socialist valoriza-
tion of the miner as the prototype proletarian (social realist heroization of the 
proletariat), and, on the other, they are incompatible with the article’s subtitle 
which pointed out: “Mining is hard work—systemic solutions will be neces-
sary” (Šefic, 1980, 9). The entire whole-page reportage informs readers that 
while their work may well be difficult, the mighty miners can handle it.

The culmination of this socialist realist valorization (again, importantly, 
with a striking lack of heroic socialist imagery) can be found in the photoreport-
age about a horrific mining accident, an explosion of methane in the Sretno 
shaft of the Breza mine in Bosnia-Herzegovina, in which forty-nine miners were 
killed. Entitled “Jutri bo nov dan” (Tomorrow is a New Day) and published in 
Tovariš in 1970 with photographs by Ksaver Dolenc (Dermastia, 1970) (Fig. 
5–6), the photographic presentation of the accident includes the photographs 
of the solemn parade of townspeople of Breza past coffins and wreaths, images 
of relatives in mourning, the mourning crowd, and miner pallbearers. The text 
persistently reminds us that this was a case of natural disaster that tore a deep 
gash into the self-management goals of the entire district and the miners’ wishes 
and hopes for a better life and a decent salary. The article concludes with a 
tell-tale note that the townspeople of Breza “showed us what they were made 
of. They were able to take the cruel blows of nature without panicking, one 
might even say in a stoic manner. Tomorrow is a new day” (Dermastia, 1970, 
13). This reportage reminds the public that the “real” victim of the accident 
is the self-management goal of the community and, importantly, miners and 
miners’ communities are framed through notions of perseverance, endurance, 
and stoicism. Especially in the initiative-giving period of photoreportage they 
were presented as the ones that are “carrying the country on their shoulders” as 
the miners served as an ideal and topical symbol of the sacrifice for the common 
good—“if miners can do it, so can you.” Miners stand metonymically for the 
citizens of the self-management era and metaphorically evoke the image of the 
ideal citizenry.

The importance of the role of miners and mining in the visual mythology of 
labor and the labor movement in general is further corroborated by its unified 
representation throughout the history of socialist self-management, as well as 
in numerous reportages about commemorative events connected to the history 
of the labor movement. Among these, a prominent example was the skirmish 
between the members of the fascist Orjuna and workers that took place in 
the town of Trbovlje in 1924. The numerous reportages appearing after the 
Second World War commemorating this event conflated the struggle for work-
ers’ and miners’ rights, the Communist Party, anti-fascism, and, last but not 
least, the National Liberation Struggle (in effect amalgamating the figures 
of the worker, the communist, the proletarian, and the liberation movement 
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Fig. 7–8: Jože Belin, “A Wall Made of Living Bodies,” published in Tovariš (Belin, 1964, 8–11).
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fighter).19 Anti-fascism is highlighted in the photoreportage covering the com-
memorative event honoring the fortieth anniversary of the skirmish, entitled 
“Rdeči revirji grobarji Orjune” (Red Districts20 Buried Orjuna) and published 
in 7D (Jančar, 1974; photographs by Dragiša Modrinjak) with photographs 
showing the miners’ ceremonial guard, the laying of carnations, and the unveil-
ing of the monument to the victims, which was attended by a representative of 
the Communist Party of Spain, who thanked the “Spanish fighters” (members 
of the International Brigades fighting in the Spanish Civil War) from the ranks 
of Zasavje miners. Another typical commemorative reportage was published 
in Tovariš, entitled “Zid živih teles” (A Wall Made of Living Bodies) (Belin, 
1964) (Fig. 7–8), composed of archival photographs (including a reprint of 
a postcard featuring the workers killed in the skirmish with Orjuna), pho-
tographs of surviving miners who took part in the fight, and photographs of 
the sites where the fighting took place. The testimony of one of the victims 
of the violence, miner Karel Razboršek’s, describing his recuperation, very 
poignantly reveals the ideology behind such commemorative reportages and 
can be taken as a paradigmatic example of it: “But I got lucky, so that I was 
able to work in the mine for thirty-nine years and a half with only my right 
eye and deaf in the left ear” (Belin, 1964, 10). His experience of the Orjuna 
attack, and the head injury that physically marked him for life, is discursively 
subordinated to the notion that this was a small price to pay for the ability to 
work and contribute to the wider social collective. Tellingly the image shows 
him pointing to his injuries, to the point where the bullet struck his head next 
to his right eye and exited near his left ear. In effect, the variation of the visual 
motifs (victims, survivors, site of the attack) and written testimonies shows 
an attempt to restructure the event to fit the regime’s ideological narrative of 
the importance of the worker’s struggle and sacrifice for the constitution of 
Slovenian (and Yugoslav) socialism.

19	 A similar conflation is evident in the socialist monuments of the period. In 1980, such monu-
ments were officially designated as “Monuments to the Revolutionary Labor Movement, the 
National Liberation War, and the Socialist Revolution,” an umbrella title that encapsulates the 
ideological synthesis of labor movement, anti-fascist resistance, and socialist revolution. A 
particularly illustrative example is the monument by sculptor Ivan Sabolić erected in Husino in 
1954, dedicated to miners. As Horvatinčić (2014, 175–176) explains, the process of construct-
ing this statue involved broad community engagement, including miners, cultural workers, and 
members of both the city and municipal boards, who collectively deliberated on the appropriate 
iconography to represent the miners’ legacy. The monument depicts a miner standing with a 
rifle in hand, while a pickaxe, lamp, and drill lie at his feet; an iconographic arrangement that 
captures the transformation of the worker into a liberation movement fighter. The miner is “cap-
tured” in the moment of leaving behind his tools and taking up arms, symbolically enlisting in 
the National Liberation Struggle. This visual narrative materially enacts the ideological fusion 
of labor, communism, and anti-fascist resistance that was central to postwar commemorative 
discourse.

20	 “Rdeči revirji” (Red Districts) is a Slovenian colloquial term for the mining districts of Trbovlje, 
Zagorje, and Hrastnik.
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Fig. 9–10: B. Finžgar, “The Velenje Miracle,” published in Tovariš on May 1 (Finžgar, 1959).
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Thus, in the photoreportages of this period, the unifying rhetoric comes full circle. 
What amalgamates the worker, the communist, the proletarian, the liberation move-
ment fighter is precisely the endurance of the suffering, the sacrifice willing to be made 
for the good of the many, of the Whole. Instead of the actualization of a person through 
work in an individualistic sense, there is an emphasis on the actualization of society 
through a person’s work—the “social body,” the collective work taking precedence over 
the individual, or to put it another way, the actualization of the individual’s work runs 
through the collective.21 Not coincidentally, the photographs followed suit, serving not 
to actualize a person, a class, or a profession, but rather to operate as atomized building 
blocks in the symbolic actualization of society as a whole. In the same vein but far more 
focused on the achievements of the socialist self-management and its contribution to the 
community was the photoreportage “Velenjski čudež” (The Velenje Miracle) published 
in Tovariš on International Workers’ Day on May 1, 1959 (Finžgar, 1959; photographer 
unknown) (Fig. 9–10), which focused on the mining town of Velenje, its urbanistic 

21	 Cf. Andrea Komlosy (2018) and Gareth Lloyd (2008) for a closer explanation of Marx’s multifaceted 
concepts of alienation, actualization, and self-actualization through work.

Fig. 11–13: Rok Guzelj, “Miners are the Economy’s Red Blood Cells,” published in 
Teleks with photographs by Dragan Arrigler (Guzelj, 1982). Reproduction photographs 
by Matevž Paternoster/MGML.
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development, social infrastructure, and living standards with numerous testimonies by 
locals on their volunteering for the community in workers’ brigades (e.g. in building the 
water pipelines) and, quite tellingly, on how the town authorities were able to engage 
the peasants from the surrounding villages to work in the mines. “[I]n a word, how to 
turn anarchic peasant half-proletarians into self-disciplined industrial workers in the 
shortest possible time,” while bringing their “fresh simplicity and straightforwardness” 
into the town, where they would become more refined and educated (Finžgar, 1959, 
485, 486). Numerous photographs showcase the tidy city, volunteer work brigades, 
leisure activities, and locals cleaning the pavements, with only one, although central, 
tell-tale image of a miner working in the tunnels. More than any other, this reportage 
was a rare breach of the otherwise canonical aesthetics of mining and conflation of min-
ers, communists, and resistance fighters; it focused rather on the results of miners’ labor 
and work activities (the town and the community) emphasizing the self-organization of 
workers, their volunteering, and community-oriented spirit. As Finžgar wrote: “Due to 
fair wages in mining, the true, unpretentious socialist consciousness grows among the 
miners’ camaraderie, slowly liberating itself from the century-old shackles of religion 
and bourgeois self-righteousness” (Finžgar, 1959, 486).

Depiction of mining activities more often remained confined to the recurring visual 
motifs connected to mineshafts, elevator towers, and the imagery of soot-covered mining 
overalls suspended from chains (in contrast to the previous example). An exemplary case 
of this type of depiction, which struggled to move beyond these conventional representa-
tions, can be found in the photoreportage “Novo življenje živosrebrnega rudnika” (A New 
Life for the Mercury Mine), published in Teleks on April 14, 1983, written by Marjan 
Raztresen with photographs by Miško Kranjec (Raztresen, 1983). However, there was 
room to broaden the scope of visual exploration within the mining context. For example 
the photoreportage titled “Rudarji so rdeče krvničke gospodarstva” (Miners are the Econ-
omy’s Red Blood Cells), featured in Teleks on December 16, 1982, written by Igor Guzelj 
with photographs by Dragan Arrigler (Guzelj, 1982). This photoreportage represented the 
miners’ labor far more comprehensively, albeit with a recognizable realistic style, canoni-
cal valorization of miners, and persisting in their labor environment. It captures moments 
from their last cigarette before descending into the mine, their elevator journey into the 
mine, the process of installing support beams, featuring the photograph of the advanced 
Russian mining drill head, and the interiors of the rescue squad headquarters—complete 
with emergency breathing apparatuses in the backdrop—and even including a portrait 
of the rescue team’s leader (Fig. 11–13). An earlier example of such comprehensive 
visualization would be “V zagorskem revirju” (In the Zagorje Mining District) published 
in Tovariš no. 51, in 1949 with the photographs by J. Štravs of the new mining colony, 
images of various underground and surface activities of mining and, which stands out 
from most of the other photoreportages, even with the addition of visualization of the 
leisure time: miners relaxing in front of the mountain lodge which they helped to build 
“by sacrificing their leave time” (Fig. 14).22

22	 Tovariš, 1949, 5, 51: V zagorskem revirju, 838. Photographs by J. Štravs.
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Fig. 14: “In the Zagorje Mining District” (Tovariš, 1949, 5, 51, 838; photographs by J. Štravs).
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The lead text of the 1980 Dnevnik reportage “Light of the Digger’s Warmth” 
(Šefic, 1980, 9) adeptly encapsulates the prevailing social imagery of miners, framing 
them as embodiments of the proletariat, revolutionary resistance fighters, and saviors 
of the country. This narrative consistently portrayed miners as archetypal, vigorous 
individuals (Slovenian “knap”), their identities visually signified by soot-covered faces, 
protective helmets, and captured in the stark clarity of black-and-white photography—a 
stylistic choice that persisted even into the era of the color press.

Mythologization operates through visual and textual strategies that cast the miner 
as an emblem of endurance, resistance, and proletarian revolution. Iconographic ele-
ments—such as the helmet, the lamp, and the soot-covered face—serve as a visual 
currency in the circulation of meaning, connoting stoicism, sacrifice, and perseverance 
as core attributes of the ideal socialist citizen. Photoreportage constructs a sense of 
historical continuity between the labor movement, the resistance during the Second 
World War, and the socialist revolution, thereby reinforcing the ideological model of 
socialist citizenship. Throughout this period, photoreportages consistently convey this 
narrative, presenting these movements as historically and ideologically inseparable, 
and ultimately contributing to the legitimization of the Communist Party’s central 
historical role.

Until the mid-1980s, dailies generally adhered to realistic, straightforward composi-
tions to depict work and labor. Meanwhile, weekly magazines published compositionally 
more elaborate photoreportages (e.g., from the 1950s in Tovariš, and later, in the 1980, in 
7D, Teleks, and Mladina). However, only a few Slovenian publications achieved the level 
of critical and stylistic engagement—and the frequency of labor-themed photoreport-
age—established during the Weimar Republic, particularly in the workers’ press, such as 
Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung and Arbeiterfotografie. Contrary to what might be expected 
of a socialist media system, most adopted a cross-class mode of representation similar to 
that found in the mainstream press of capitalist countries, especially in their depictions 
of miners and mining labor. Moreover, while their work epitomized manual, socialist 
labor, they were at the same time materially positioned on the social periphery (Petrović 
& Hofman, 2017, 64).

MINERS IN PHOTOREPORTAGES DURING THE TRANSITION PERIOD AND 
IN THE INDEPENDENT REPUBLIC OF SLOVENIA 

The plain, stylistically straightforward tradition in the representation of min-
ers began to crumble with the dynamization and gradual liberalization of the 
media toward the end of the 1980s.23 Largely because of the changing political 

23	 In Slovenia, the 1980s saw a resurgence in socially engaged photoreportage, particularly as the era 
of “self-management” in media reporting was drawing to a close. This was a time when the disin-
tegration of the Yugoslav federation and the transition to a new socio-economic system prompted a 
phase of introspection and reassessment of the new and old, marked by critique and, importantly, of 
visual “creation” of the new social relations.
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and social climate, as this was a period of gradual liberalization of Yugoslav 
societies, a period of growing interethnic and inter-republic tensions, as well 
as increasing centralization of socialist institutions. With the outbreak of the 
strike in the Stari Trg mine in Kosovo in 1989, Slovenian society identified with 
the struggle of the Kosovo Albanian miners against the institutional repression 
of the Belgrade government. This brought forth a number of photoreportages 
from Kosovo published in the Slovenian press that focused on miners in a new 
light, quite different from that of previous reportages in two important aspects. 
Photoreportages became more focused on visual storytelling, aiming to explain 
the socio-political context, and usually framed through the stories and images 
of specific individuals. Furthermore, the representation of mining work was 
no longer limited to the “atomized” representations of the working act (mark-
ing the transition in reporting from initiative-giving to watchdog reportage). 
Moreover, the image of Kosovo miners turned into a powerful symbol of the 
struggle against the central government in Belgrade as the miners’ political 
agenda coincided with the late-1980s Slovenian socio-political agenda. Only 
at this point did visual representations of miners reach more profoundly and 
frequently beyond the visual trappings of the shafts, helmets, and soot-covered 
faces and entered the wider public space. For instance, as miners took to the 
streets in protest against the declaration of the state of emergency in Kosovo 
in “Proti izrednemu stanju” (Against the State of Emergency) in Mladina, pub-
lished on March 8, 1989, with photographs by Jože Suhadolnik,24 or at home 
where the Kosovo miners were depicted as victims in “Albanci ne pôjejo več” 
(Albanians are no Longer Singing) in Mladina (Lesjak, 1989; photographs by 
Tone Stojko), often sharing the pages of the Slovenian media with supportive 
protesters from Slovenia (with photographs of Tito in hand as a sign of unity 
and against centralism) while “participating” in the solidarity rally in the Can-
karjev Dom cultural center in “Scenarij ‘zlahka obljubljene naglice’” (Scenario 
of “Easily Promised Haste”) in Delavska enotnost (Žitnik, 1989; photographer 
unknown).

A 1992 reportage in Mladina entitled “Pod mojo deželo” (Under My Country) 
foregrounded the miners’ nationality in a significant statement of one of the min-
ers: “You turn Slovenian by going underground” (Gačnik & Hladnik - Milharčič; 
photographs by Borut Krajnc). This was one of the few acknowledgements of 
the multi-national character of miners (Slovenes, Serbs, Croats, and Bosniaks 
worked side by side in the mine, even though ethnic tensions were almost at their 
peak—the Bosnian War “officially” started in April 1992), which was symboli-
cally accentuated by photographs of naked miners in the shower. The reportage 
emphasized the role of mining in the development of the country “above” and 
the disillusionment of the district-level policies that perceived mining as “the 
remnant of the old regime” (Gačnik & Hladnik - Milharčič, 1992, 12).

24	 Mladina, 8. 3. 1989: Proti izrednemu stanju, 6. Photographs by Jože Suhadolnik.
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The Sobotna priloga photoreportage “Rudnik Trbovlje - Hrastnik v zapiranju: 
Adijo, knapi!” (The Trbovlje-Hrastnik Mine Is Shutting Down: Farewell, Miners!) 
published in Sobotna priloga (Župančič, 2007; photographs by Damjan Žibert) is 
a good example of a reportage reflecting the state of “crisis and recession” (Fig. 
15–16). At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the miners in the photo-
graphs became weary, their stern faces reflecting the burden of their labor. They 
were portrayed in the moments before leaving the shaft, crouching and stooping 
down at the mineshaft wall—it was as if their faces reflected the weariness of the 
new Slovenian society and its coming to terms with the glorified function of the 
free market. But the strength of these visual conventions remains evident in the 
predominant aesthetics of the photoreportage and furthermore from the telling 
comment written by reporter Jana Župančič while encountering the miners to 
interview them for the photoreportage. She wrote: “Gathered in front of the store 
by the mine, they appear virtually unrecognizable due to their civilian clothing, 
lack of helmets and clean faces” (Župančič, 2007, 12).

By the end of the twentieth century, in 1999, miners more visibly “step out 
of the mines”—be it as pensioners in front of their retirement homes in “Mesto 
upokojencev” (The Pensioners’ Town) in Mladina (Krese, 1999) or as occupying 
abandoned administrative buildings at mine sites in the reportage “Od rudnika Stari 
trg do Cankarjevega doma in nazaj” (From the Stari trg Mine to Cankarjev Dom 
and Back Again) (Hladnik - Milharčič, 2007, 16–19; photographs by Tomaž Skale) 
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Fig. 15–16: Jana Župančič, “The Trbovlje-Hrastnik Mine Is Shutting Down: Farewell, 
Miners!,” published in Sobotna priloga with photographs by Damjan Žibert (Župančič, 
2007). Reproduction photographs by: Matevž Paternoster/MGML.
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Fig. 17–18: Ervin Hladnik - Milharčič, “From the Stari Trg Mine to Cankarjev Dom 
and Back Again,” published in Dnevnikov objektiv with photographs by Tomaž Skale 
(Hladnik - Milharčič, 2007, 16–19).
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(Fig. 17–18), which touches upon the fate of the miners from the Stari Trg mine just 
before Kosovo’s declaration of independence, and their role in the strike of 1989, 
as well as the state of the mine, and the future of Kosovo. All of this is conveyed 
through the miners’ stories and portraits, combined with the images of international 
peacekeeping forces and even local Serb community members.
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Fig. 19–21: Rok Kogej, “The Socialist Town” published in Mladina with photographs by Jošt 
Franko (Kogej, 2014, 46–50). Reproduction photographs by: Matevž Paternoster/MGML.
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Fig. 22–24: Marcel Štefančič Jr., “No luck!: Why so many Slovenians will not feel the crisis and 
recession” published in Mladina with photographs by Borut Krajnc (Štefančič, 2014, 18–20).
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One of the very few photoreportages that moved well beyond canonical depic-
tions of miners and mining labor was “Socialistično mesto” (The Socialist Town) 
published in Mladina (Kogej, 2014; photographs by Jošt Franko) (Fig. 19–21), 
which did not focus narrowly on mining work, but rather presented mining in the 
context of urban development. Photographs of mining work (monitoring the coal 
flow, handling dynamite) were intertwined and connected to the miners’ everyday 
environment—the cultural center Delavski Dom Trbovlje, the swimming pool, and 
even a calendar featuring naked bodies in a Rudnik Trbovlje Hrastnik mine me-
chanical repair shop. In a sense, it followed in the footsteps of “The Velenje Mira-
cle” (Finžgar, 1959) but in retrospect focused on the lost, and by now, neglected 
benefits of “democratic socialism,” echoing the ressentiment of the transitional 
era (Mladina is one of the weeklies in Slovenia most prominently addressing and 
criticizing the “myth” of liberal and neoliberal capitalism).

By 2014, miners had left the mines for good. In Marcel Štefančič Jr.’s article on 
capitalism, unemployment, recession, and crisis, “Ne srečno!: Zakaj številni Slovenci 
krize in recesije ne bodo čutili” (No Luck!25: Why So Many Slovenians Will Not Feel 
the Crisis and Recession) (Fig. 22–24), published in Mladina, Borut Krajnc’s featured 
photograph shows two miners leaving the Trbovlje-Hrastnik mine carrying a Slovenian 
flag after the conclusion of the strike. The strike was interpreted in the mainstream 
media to be “the last real proletarian strike in Slovenia” (Hrastar, 2014). This marks the 
culmination of the miner’s symbolic transformation into an image of crisis, Slovene-
ness, the free market, unemployment, and labor.

CONCLUSION

As has been famously argued by Sekula, the first daguerreotype to capture a 
human figure also depicted a blurred, laboring body—abstract and unrecognizable. 
The image, taken by Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre around 1838, shows a bour-
geois dandy having his shoes polished on the Boulevard du Temple in Paris, with 
the shoe polisher blurred beyond recognition due to the long exposure time and his 
working activity. One might add that this was also the first photographic capture of 
labor relations and, indeed, of the commodity-form of labor itself. Disillusioned by 
the prevalent twentieth-century liberal art discourse that praised this “first arrest-
ment of the human figure,” Sekula wrote:

What is celebrated? The static moment of consumption, the fashionable pose. 
What is obscured, denied, disavowed? The productive moment, the energetic 
blur of that other body, unacknowledged, the working body, the invisible shoe-
black. A silhouette and a blur. The former is enough to give us a fictitious 

25	 “Srečno!” (“Good luck!”) is a greeting written on most mine entrances in Slovenia, wishing good luck to 
miners entering at the start of their shift. At the same time, it is a recognizable Slovenian miners’ greeting 
and farewell expression.
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identity, replete with style. The latter gives us only this: an instance of average 
labor, eminently replaceable, eminently forgettable, vaporizing in the flux of 
the moving throng. (Sekula, 2014, 25)

If one aims to understand how social circumstances and power dynamics 
are manifested in the public sphere, the focus should not solely be on whether 
a specific social class or profession is made visible. Instead, the inquiry should 
revolve around the manner of this visibility: how the labor of an individual or 
a group is presented and integrated into the broader public sphere and, further-
more, on what is made visible against the background of the understanding 
that visibility (what can be visualized in a particular dispositive) is tied to the 
invisibility (what cannot be visualized in a particular dispositive) (cf. Keller, 
2013; Traue, Blanc & Cambre, 2019).

Despite the visibility of labor in the Slovenian press, abstraction and fragmen-
tation still persist; a certain “blurring” remains present, a certain invisibility or 
inability of visualization remains. In the process of making labor visible, certain 
aspects are inevitably omitted or made invisible; some possible visibilities related 
to labor and work are inevitably suppressed. In the case of Slovenian photoreport-
ages in the mainstream press, the visibility of labor predominantly took the form 
of typified, abstract representations of work activities. The importance of labor 
was reduced to the importance of active work, the activity itself—and to catch a 
worker “in the act” means to catch him at work—i.e. to represent labor. In the case 
of mining, labor was predominantly represented by photographs taken at the time 
of the beginning of the shift and at the end of it (miners before descending the 
mineshafts and/or riding the elevator down and miners exiting the mineshafts) and, 
although less frequently, miners depicted in the mineshafts (drilling or placing sup-
port beams).26 One thing that unites most of the visualizations is the predominance 
of a miner with a helmet, headlamp, and—if “caught” at work or at the end of the 
shift after exiting the shaft—soot-covered face with only a few visualizations of the 
intellectual labor involved in mining activities. The engineers, controllers, plan-
ners, foremen, directors, and other intellectual experts are featured only scarcely if 
at all. The highly skilled intellectual labor of the mining sector, its professional and 
managerial cadres, rarely received the attention given to the manual labor.

Notwithstanding their “factual” concreteness and realism, photoreportages and 
photographs in general inevitably retained an abstract character which only rarely 
reached the level of what Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites would call 
“artistically accomplished depictions of social reality encouraging public thought.” 

26	 Even though one might be tempted to explain this on the grounds of development of photographic technol-
ogy (advancement in film emulsions and lenses providing ever shorter exposure times over the twentieth 
century) or the developments in the electrical lighting of the mines, the research found the photographs “in 
the tunnels” early in the twentieth century (e. g., in Ilustrirani Slovenec and later in Tovariš); and while 
certain compositional and stylistic changes are notable over the years, they are not substantial enough to 
warrant the narrow techno-deterministic conclusion.
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More often they remained at the level of “typified perceptions encouraging my-
thologies of political participation that serve those projecting the shadows on the 
wall” (Hariman & Lucaites, 2016, 37). Thus, photoreportages often fulfilled the 
function of preserving and mediating a normative “mythological” image of social 
relationships, passing through the predominant social filters: self-management, free 
market, working class, or nationality, to name only a few. In the case of miners, the 
difficult working conditions are often seen as inherent to their social and working 
class, or rather, as a mere reflection and characteristic of that class. The individual 
miner is frequently portrayed merely as a bearer of the discursive typology and 
visual iconography established through tradition as pertaining to its social class 
and profession. Not surprisingly, Allan Sekula aptly remarked that “photographic 
realism is zombie realism” (Sekula, 2014, 18).

The image of the miner in the Slovenian press hardly changed over a hundred 
years or so, despite developments in both “media”: ore extraction technology 
(with the diminishment of dependence on coal as the primary source of fossil 
fuel), and photography “extraction” technology (the diminishment of its unique-
ness in the ubiquitous visuality of today). The frequency of photoreportages 
featuring mining work and labor oscillated in accordance with the assumed 
political-economic salience of the role of mining and/or miners in society. 
From a distinctly neutral, straightforward photography in a photo-collage about 
industrial work in general, published in Ilustracija “By the Sweat of Your Brow 
You Will Eat Your Bread” in 1929,27 to “The Trbovlje-Hrastnik Mine Is Shut-
ting Down: Farewell, Miners!” (Župančič, 2007), the photographic image of 
miners and their labor remains tied to mines, helmets, and headlamps. On the 
other hand, their social image was usually conflated with any other current 
topical social issue except for their own (e.g. work safety, wages, social posi-
tion, leisure time, cultural activities, social relations that mining engenders in 
society, etc.).28 Photoreportages that did not directly address mining or mining 
labor (e.g., “The Socialist Town” (Kogej, 2014) and “The Velenje Miracle” 
(Finžgar, 1959)) were able to present labor not only in its abstract form, reduced 
to the perception of a concrete work act, but also in its concrete social mean-
ing—bringing to the fore the broader social role of labor within the network 
of bonds woven across social time and space, that is, within social relations. 
These two photoreportages foregrounded the relationship between the working 
class, culture, socialism, and economy for the urbanism in the mining towns of 
Velenje and Trbovlje.

27	 Ilustracija, 1929, 1, 5: V potu svojega obraza boš jedel kruh, 146. Photographer unknown.
28	 This does not mean that the severe working conditions were ignored; rather, it suggests that 

the critical, factual accounts of these conditions served more as a backdrop, reinforcing and 
naturalizing the broader message without directly emphasizing or addressing these conditions 
in wider social and economic relations. However, this began to change in the late 1980s and 
during the transition to a liberal economy, when the working conditions were put in the wider 
social perspective.
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Perhaps unexpectedly, socialist photoreportage in general failed to produce a 
genuinely “more socialist” representation of miners, their labor, and their lived 
experience. It fell short of constructing a social image of the miner that would 
really embody the socialist ideal of a classless society. In a manner characteristic 
of mainstream media practices—including those in capitalist Western contexts—
it reduced miners to the physicality of their laboring bodies and the immediate 
environment structured by that labor. The ideologized body of the miner was 
objectified and aestheticized to the point of near-erasure, displaced by the sym-
bolic prominence of tools and paraphernalia associated with mining. The body 
itself appeared not as a subject of history but as a passive bearer of ideological 
meaning.

Only when miners’ status ceased to have a salience in economic terms 
toward the end of the twentieth century did critical photoreportages begin to 
appear more frequently. Wages, working conditions, health issues, syndical-
ism movements, retirement, the shifting employment landscape, and the role 
of mining in the development of the regions, came more frequently to the fore. 
These reportages addressed the transitional Slovenian society in the 1990s 
amid growing criticism of liberal reforms and privatization in general. Once 
the image of miners and mining could be “archived” and safely historicized, 
the shift in photoreportages toward a non-abstract meaning of the labor in 
society was frequently more conceivable. The unrecognizable, atomized 
representation gave way to more individualized photoreportages (identifiable 
individuals coming to terms with neoliberal economy) and to the broader 
representation of labor (its role in society) only at the point when capitalism 
deems the working atomized miners’ bodies as being already redundant in the 
new post-industrial capitalist exchange. The recognition of a laboring body 
as being always already exchangeable, replaceable, fragmented—that is, ab-
stract—comes only in retrospect, at the conclusion of a certain socio-political 
constellation, and it comes at the expense of the recognition of the impossibil-
ity of actualization through mining labor itself. In the Slovenian press of the 
late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, mining labor becomes visible 
only on the condition of its loss of salience, on the condition of its “disappear-
ance” from the public sphere.

The discrepancy between the textual valorization and photography’s plainness 
observed in the photoreportages is structurally functional; it does not create a 
spectacle of labor. Photographs’ aesthetic of ordinariness—frequently border-
ing on the amateur or vernacular—facilitates affective identification. Viewers 
are more likely to identify with representations perceived as simple, familiar, or 
unstaged, which grants such images a heightened sense of realism and proximity. 
By presenting labor in a typified, visually unremarkable way, the photographs 
affectively (sic) participate in the interpellation of the observer as a political and 
social subject. This occurs through multi-layered visual-discursive connotations: 
the images appear subservient and merely illustrative, but in fact play an active 
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role in co-constructing a highly connotative discourse.
For an effective and affective communicative role, the photographs in Slo-

venian photoreportages on mining and miners “had to” adhere to an aesthetic 
of the ordinary, steering clear of overly stylized depictions of labor as well 
as remaining in line with the prevalent notion of the period’s valuation of 
manual labor. This visual strategy is evident across different historical phases 
of Slovenian photoreportage: from proto-photoreportages29 in the interwar 
period to more developed examples from the mid- to late twentieth century, 
and even in the specific ways individual photographs were used; deviations 
from this visual norm are rare.

“[M]an likes signs, and likes them clear,” stated Barthes (1977a, 29). Yet, 
even with photography, the proverbial realistic, analogical medium, this depends 
less on its supposed realism or denotative capacity than on the circulation—the 
“traffic” in signs. Visual elements become intelligible through repetition, habit, 
social use, and the mythologization process that “converts” signs into culturally 
resonant symbols. A key feature of commodity fetishism—unlike other forms 
of fetishism—is that it is produced within and through the very structures of 
production (Lloyd, 2008, 7–9). Sergei Tret’iakov, a Soviet productivist theorist 
concerned with the “taming” of photography for social purposes, would add: 
“Style arises out of social practice” (Tret’iakov, 2006a, 68).30 Photoreportages 
of miners in the Slovenian press of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries 
reinforced the specific notion of labor—labor in the abstract. The power of 
photography in these photoreportages lay in representing, in a symbolically 
useful form, only those aspects of mining that could be easily abstracted and 
exchanged. These atomized fragments of labor—abstract representations—cor-
respond to what Sekula described as “an instance[s] of average labor, eminently 
replaceable, eminently forgettable, vaporizing in the flux” (Sekula, 2014, 25). 
The depiction of miners in the Slovenian press serves as a testament to the role 
of photography as an ideal medium for the exchange of ideologically charged 
meanings or values. The consistency and relative uniformity of photoreportages 
on mining and miners produced in what is now Slovenia—across four social 
systems and five states—supports this perspective, with only rare deviations 

29	 Early versions of photoreportage can be termed proto-photoreportage. The term describes the 
nascent state of Slovenian photoreportage of the interwar period (Tomanić Trivundža, Babnik & 
Skočir, 2021, 123).

30	 For a more detailed exploration of the relationship between labor, laboring body, photography and 
reproduction, and the similarity between the labor and photography (both are meaningful in the 
capitalist exchange only on the condition of their reproducibility—they are “embodied reproduc-
ibility”), cf. Novak (2007, 142). For the alternative “socialist” conceptions of photography in the 
reproduction of the everyday, cf. Tret’iakov (2006a–b), Osip Birk (1989a–c), Fore (2006), and 
Buchloh (1984). For a more general conception of the construction (or production) of the socialist 
everyday through socialist “appropriation” of commodity fetishism, cf. Arvatov (2017).
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from the norm.31 And Slovenian photoreportages of miners (with some men-
tioned exceptions) fragmented the laboring miner and the labor itself to its most 
“unassuming” visual form, to the most readily recognizable visual signs—mak-
ing the miners and mining labor anonymous, equalized, and, importantly, inter-
changeable and repetitively reproducible. This enabled an intensified meaning 
exchange—amplified levels of connotation—unification of meaning in these 
visual-discursive composites.

The research in the photoreportages of miners in the Slovenian press has 
shown that photography reified the abstract mining labor through the process 
of forgetting its use value (social labor relations) via the double transfer—
metonymical “concentration” of the social and cultural memory in the im-
age of the miner and metaphorical displacement, or “extension,” producing 
connotative, symbolic, exchange value photographs most effective for the 
interpellation of subjects. This was done through the conflation of miners with 
the workers’ movement, the communist movement, the Second World War re-
sistance fighter, and the socialist proletarian; through the conflation of miners 
with a self-managed, self-organized communal worker-citizen; through the 
conflation of miners with a main protagonist of a fight against the centralist 
Yugoslav government; and finally through the construction of miners as a sign 
of a transitional society leaving behind its “proletarian” past.

31	 Although rare, these examples (among others Borut Krajnc’s naked bodies of the showering min-
ers from “Under My Country” (Gačnik & Hladnik - Milharčič, 1992), Jošt Franko’s and Rok 
Kogej’s attempt to overcome the abstract meaning of mining labor in “Socialist Town” (Kogej, 
2014), Filip Uratnik’s accusative and evidential photoreportage “Impressions from the Mining 
District of Trbovlje” (Uratnik, 1933)) are all testimonies to the impossibility of the total natu-
ralization of the sign—the impossibility of creation of a total social sign—and speak about the 
signification game between “centripetal and centrifugal” forces that unfolds between the center 
(normative narratives) and the periphery (counter narratives); cf. Bakhtin’s (1981) concepts of 
centrifugal, centripetal, and metalinguistic.
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VIZUALNA EKONOMIJA ISTOSTI: FOTOGRAFIJA RUDARJEV IN 
RUDARSKEGA DELA V SLOVENSKI FOTOREPORTAŽI 
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POVZETEK
Članek analizira reprezentacije rudarjev v slovenskih fotoreportažah od začet-

kov žanra v zgodnjem 20. stoletju do začetka 21. stoletja. V okviru obdobja, ki za-
jema narodnozavedno fotoreportažo v obdobju med obema vojnama, graditeljsko 
fotoreportažo socializma po letu 1945, pobudniško fotoreportažo v poznih 60. in 
70. letih ter nadzorstveno, poročevalsko fotoreportažo, ki se je pojavila v poznih 
80. letih, članek sledi temu, kako je bila vizualizacija rudarjev in njihovega dela 
oblikovana in preoblikovana skozi dominantne ideološke narative. Na podlagi 
Marxovega koncepta blagovne forme ter Barthesovih pojmov naturalizacije in 
mita ter strukturalističnega razumevanja komunikacije kot simbolne izmenjave, 
članek razkriva, kako so fotoreportaže abstrahirale delo prek simbolne ekonomije 
– »vizualne ekonomije istosti«. Analiza pokaže, kako so normativne vizualizacije 
delovale v okvirih širših družbeno-kulturnih komunikacijskih praks ter kako so 
določene podobe rudarjev postale kulturno razširjene. Rudarji in njihovo delo so 
bili abstrahirani v ponavljajoče se vizualne znake – predvsem s sajami prekrite 
obraze, čelade in svetilke na glavi – ki so utrjevali socio-mitološki status rudarja, 
ki je vztrajal skozi različne zgodovinske formacije. Takšna vizualna reprezenta-
cija je rudarja konstruirala kot skoraj razosebljeno ikono, prilagojeno »želeni« 
kolektivni identiteti določenega zgodovinskega obdobja. Članek sledi premikom 
v reprezentacijah rudarjev in njihovega dela: od povojnega enačenja rudarjev z 
delavskim in komunističnim gibanjem; prek njihove upodobitve kot skupnostnih, 
samoorganiziranih delavcev-državljanov v srednjem obdobju jugoslovanskega 
socializma; kot simbolov odpora proti centralistični jugoslovanski oblasti v po-
znejši fazi federacije; ter nazadnje k njihovemu uokvirjanju kot sledov proletarske 
preteklosti v ideološkem okviru slovenske liberalne republike. Kljub slogovnim in 
tematskim variacijam je prevladujoča podoba rudarja kot vzdržljivega, samopo-
žrtvovalnega delavca vztrajala – ob tem pa je večinoma prezrla materialne stvar-
nosti dela in družbenega položaja. Abstrakcija dela se tako izkaže kot strukturna 
značilnost slovenske fotoreportaže o rudarjih skozi njeno zgodovinsko pot.

Ključne besede: fotografija rudarjev, fotografija dela, blagovna forma, slovensko 
fotoreporterstvo, mit in fotografija, simbolna ekonomija, novinarska fotografija
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