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A vast number of photographs were taken by missionaries in Africa, or by expedition, professional and amateur photographers visiting mission stations. T. Jack Thompson asks why these photographs were taken, and how they were read by audiences in Africa, Europe, and the United States. He also asks how recent theory and debate in the field of the history of photography can be applied to the huge archive of mission photography. Thompson addresses this latter question in the introductory and final chapter, while presenting five case studies in the body of the book. The result is a collection of essays offering answers to his central questions: who took mission photographs, why, and for what purpose? Light on Darkness is an easy book to read, chatty in format and based on some impressive archival research. 
The first two case studies on David Livingstone are followed by a comparison of the content and message implied in photographs shown to congregations in Scotland with those shown by Scottish missionaries in South Africa and Malawi to African audiences. This is followed by an excellent survey of propaganda photography in the campaign against Belgian King Leopold's brutal regime in the Congo, focusing on “atrocity photography.” The final case study is a survey of the use of lantern slides, again contextualizing their use by comparing what was shown to African congregations and possible converts to those screened for fund-raising purposes back in Scotland and worldwide. It is pleasing to see a whole chapter devoted to lantern slides, a much overlooked aspect of the nineteenth-century history of photography. The text interrogates most of the book's fascinating seventy-one photographs, etchings, and engravings based on photographs. The overall impact of these images, the detail in the case studies, and the critical analysis make the book a useful addition to the series “Studies in the History of Christian Missions,” now numbering twenty-one volumes. 
Having argued that there were a number of scientific, ethnographic, political, and documentary reasons for the taking of photographs in southern Africa and Malawi, Thompson concludes that “the vast majority of Mission photography was concerned to show the work of the mission itself for the benefit of supporters in Britain” (p. 273). He presents this photography as a record of transformation, but to me this undervalues what Thompson has done in contextualizing events in Europe to explain the European fascination with Africa. Thompson asks why neither Livingstone nor his discoverer, Henry Morton Stanley, carried a camera but he documents in detail the exploits of various missionaries and non-missionaries who after the 1870s created a huge archive of African mission photography. The book could have benefitted from some editing to remove repetition, as readers are told many times, for example, about the move to dry plate silver gelatine or that Thomas Baines was the “hardest worked” member of Livingstone's 1858 expedition (pp. 39, 63, 75). There are some contradictions, primarily caused by the chapters being separate, stand-alone essays, such as Thompson not being sure if missionary photography was initially “entirely confined to the coastal areas” (p. 56) or, a page earlier, evident “to a lesser extent in the interior” (p. 55). The chapters are in lecture format, with questions posed and then answered empirically and theoretically. This might seem annoying to some readers, but it is an approach that allows Thompson to identify which photographs were taken, by whom and how they were used, and to suggest what audiences might have made of these devout, adventurous missionaries, mission progress, “darkest Africa,” and African peoples. 
Thompson makes a deliberate effort to draw Africans into the story, discussing whenever possible portraits and mise-en-scène, subjects' lives and contributions to the mission, and their position inside the frame. He concludes by asking whether Africans would have agreed with the representations of themselves in mission photography. Thompson could have done more to apply “the academic study of photography” to allow a “better understanding of mission photography” (p. 275). Nonetheless, this book is a useful contribution to the historiography of missions, the history of photography, and African history, and will appeal to readers outside the confines of these areas of specialization. 
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