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Between the 1870s and 1920s Chilean nitrate was traded as a fertiliser and to
manufacture explosives, making it a crucial ingredient for the acceleration of both life
and death.
Nitrate explores the legacies of Chilean sodium nitrate, a non-renewable natural
resource extensively mined in northern Chile between the 1870s and 1920s, mostly by
British merchant houses and adventure capitalists who in a relatively few years
transformed a portion of the Atacama Desert into an industrial landscape. Sodium
nitrate was an important commodity traded mainly as a natural fertiliser, but it was also
used in the manufacture of explosives, making it a crucial ingredient for the
acceleration of both life and death.
The project centres itself on what is known as the 'British nitrate era', roughly defined
by the time between two wars: the Pacific War of 1879-1883, and the First World War.
The Pacific War was a border conflict between Peru, Bolivia and Chile which ended
with the annexation by Chile of the nitrate-rich portion of the Atacama desert, during
which British merchant houses and adventure capitalists operating in the area were
able to acquire a large number of highly devalued nitrate concessions. Raising capital
in London and Liverpool they transformed nitrate production in the Atacama Desert,
taking it to an industrial scale and trading it on the global markets. During the First
World War the British merchant houses were the sole suppliers of sodium nitrate to the
ammunition factories of the Allied Forces, but British investment in Chilean nitrate
began to decline soon after. As part of its war effort Germany had developed the
Haber-Bosch industrial process capable of synthesising large quantities of nitrogen
from the air. When this artificial nitrogen was no longer needed for the ammunition
factories it was diverted to the production of fertilisers, which reached European
markets quickly and cheaply. By the end of the 1920s there was very little British
capital invested in Chilean nitrate.
The various photographic series, texts and video of which Nitrate is made up trace the
route of Chilean nitrate from natural mineral state, processed in the oficinas (desert
factories) of the Atacama Desert, through transported commodity and stock market
exchange value to become, ultimately, part of the material and symbolic inheritance of
mansions and estates in London and the British countryside. It documents
geographically disparate but historically connected landscapes ? remote nitrate fields

and metropolitan financial districts ? as well as archives and artifacts.
The project develops along three lines of enquiry: first, the representation of the
Atacama Desert as a frontier territory, associated with the construction of national and
colonial identities, especially in specific moments of violence; second, the
representation of labour and the nitrate worker, and how this representation is possible
today; and third, the representation of capital and its mobility, and the forms it may
take when it metamorphoses into cultural heritage. Nitrate is a visual essay that
touches on the relationship between photography and capitalism, the links between
extractive industries, frontier territories and contested spaces, and the position of the
document and documentary dispositive in contemporary photographic practice.
The multiplicity of materials relates to the notion of the fragment, as each piece
functions independently, but their meaning is also relational, deriving as much from
their 'position' as parts of the project as a whole, as from their status as independent
works. The project's fragmented narrative uses montage and anachronism as devices
to address the echoes in the present of past conflicts through the interrogation of
landscapes, archives and events across time and space. The notion of legacy at the
centre of this project invokes memory as process and as practice, and the dialectical
movement of remembering and forgetting, of presence and absence, preservation and
erasure. The text elements that appear throughout the project take the form of lists,
and function as extended or oversized captions. Sometimes these lists may take on
the role of images, or act 'in place of' images.
Nitrate is a photographic investigation produced within an academic environment. It is
part of the research project Traces of Nitrate. Mining history and photography between
Britain and Chile, developed at the University of Brighton in collaboration with historian
Louise Purbrick and PhD candidate photographer Ignacio Acosta, with the support of
the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC). The project's documentary
dispositive reflects the desire to articulate historical processes around Chilean nitrate
as mineral, labour, capital and heritage, and for this purpose it brings together crossdisciplinary and collaborative approaches to research, and corresponding forms of
presentation and dissemination.
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Jar containing a sample of Chilean nitrate owned by John Thomas North, known as
The Nitrate King. The photograph is taken in the ballroom of his house at Avery Hill,
now part of the Library of the University of Greenwich. Proctor Collection, University of
Greenwich Archive, London.

IMAGE 2

Louise Purbrick examining the photograph 'Drying floors and bagging of nitrate',
photographic album Oficina Alianza and Port of Iquique 1899, Museum of the
University of Navarra, Pamplona.
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Caliche fields, Oficina Alianza, Chile.
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Población Jorge Inostrosa, Iquique, 2009. Workers killed in the School of Santa María
on 21 December 1907 were originally buried in an unidentified mass grave in
Cementerio 2, which was demolished in the first half of the 1960s to make space for
the rapidly expanding neighbourhood.
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Prospective excavation in one of the rooms of the School of Santa María in Iquique a
few weeks before its demolition in January 2011 revealing remains of the nineteenthcentury school building.

IMAGE 6

Chilean Nitrate publicity postcard, c. 1920.
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German boat releasing a sea mine in the Baltic Sea during the First World War, c.

1915.
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Aerial view of a shelled landscape on the Western Front during the First World War, c.
1918.
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Salvador Allende, 1971 (found newspaper wire photograph).
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Room in the Palacio de la Moneda where Salvador Allende reportedly committed
suicide during the September 11 1973 coup (found newspaper wire photograph).
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Warning of anti-personnel mines around Oficina Chacabuco in 2011. In 1971 elected
Chilean president Salvador Allende declared the ruins of Chacabuco a Historic
National Monument dedicated to the memory of the nitrate workers. In 1973, coup
leader General Augusto Pinochet made Chacabuco a concentration camp for political
prisoners.
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'Wave of fire and letter bombs in London... One of the fire bombs discovered today
contained in a cigarette packet and wired to small batteries ? pictured at today's Press
Conference at Scotland Yard.' (found newspaper wire photograph).
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Press photograph of the 1993 IRA Bishopsgate bombing in London.

IMAGE 14

Photographic negative of the skeleton of the famous hound Fullerton owned by John
Thomas North. Taxidermy Collection, Natural History Museum at Tring, London.
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Specimen of Araucaria Araucana planted in the gardens of Tyntesfield, the country
house and estate near the city of Bristol which belonged to the Gibbs family until 2002,
when it was purchased by the National Trust. Araucaria Araucana is the national tree
of Chile.
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