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Reflection on tutor feedback

This assignment took me into new areas; relating text and image, and conveying a hidden message
which wasn’t present in the image itself. I was concerned that my tutor wouldn’t understand what I
was trying to achieve, so I was very pleased that he liked the concept. His biggest concern was that
without some degree of explanation the viewer cannot understand the concept, and he made two
suggestions on how to deal with this. His first suggestion was to attribute the quotes, which would
demonstrate that they are historically important and give an additional clue as to the identity of the
inhabitant. However, many of the quotes are from the person themselves, so to attribute them would
be to give away their identity. I had considered putting a date with the quotes, which would give a
little more information, but I don’t think it would really guide the viewer as much as is needed to
understand the concept.

To my mind the viewer needs to have read an introduction before they view the images. They may
also need to have the key available to them so that once they have explored the image for themselves
they can read more about its relevance. I always had in mind that this work would be best displayed
as a book, but I was wary of presenting in that way partly because I think it would need to be a much
larger series and partly because there has been so much negative comment on the OCA forums about
presenting work as photobooks. However, my tutor suggested that I produce my own hand-bound
book for this work which ties in with my own feelings about its presentation (though I would never
have considered anything as ambitious as producing the book myself!). I am going to try to produce
something that I am happy with over the coming months before assessment, but if it doesn’t look
professional enough then I will submit the assignment as prints with a short introduction, and
hopefully the assessors will note that my preferred format, if I had the skills to achieve it, would be a
photobook.

My tutor also suggested considering how to present the accompanying text. During my work on the
assignment I experimented with embedding the text in the image and initially I liked the outcome, but
in the end I felt that the images looked too much like picture postcards, and I also struggled to find a
location within each image where the text didn’t become too distracting. As recommended by my
tutor I have now looked at John Kippin’s “Nostalgia for the Future” (see below), and although I find
his approach fascinating I don’t think that it is how I want my work to be read. I want the viewer to
appreciate the images on their own, with the text adding a further layer but not interfering with the
image itself. I think that I want the viewer to see the image as a slice of reality, and covering it with
text takes it a step away from that reality.

My tutor made an interesting point about the dual outlook of windows which I had not really
considered. I was concerned with the gaze of someone looking in, but he notes that “We might ask
ourselves how the view behind the photographer, looking out from the portal influenced the thinking
of the person behind the window.” As I have isolated the windows and doors in my images we have



very little information about their context, and the view that someone inside the building might have.
I was thinking of how the person left their trace on the building more than about how the building left
its mark on the person, but both are equally interesting questions.

I discussed these images at an OCA study day, during which another tutor suggested that the most
successful images are the ones where the image itself has a visual connection with the text and the
achievement of the person – in particular she liked the Margaret Bondfield image in which the
upwards looking angle and blue sky of the image reflects both the quote and the aspirations of
Bondfield to elevate the position of women. I think that to achieve this degree of connectivity in
every image would be the work of many years, searching out plaques and buildings in which it is
possible to approach the image in a way which reflects its subject, but it is an interesting point as such
images show a more active role on the part of the photographer, guiding the viewer more than I have
done in some of the other images. I had in mind more of a “straight” form of photography, leaving the
meaning open, but perhaps this is why the concept is difficult to read without the aid of an
introduction.

Further reading suggested

Joel Sternfeld – “On this site: landscape in memorium”1

This series is very similar in approach to my assignment, in that it depicts ordinary looking locations
and explores how the trace of past events can be read into those images. Each image is the site of a
murder, and we are presented with two texts – a simple address and date, and a short story about the
events that occurred there. The images are almost snapshot in style; there is nothing stylistically to
make them appear interesting, although the absence of people in the images gives them an eerie
emptiness which itself seems to give a sense of foreboding. Accompanied by just the address the
images could almost be from Google Streetview; entirely impersonal and uninteresting. Yet as soon
as we read about what happened at each site they become much more than what we see; we start to
look for traces of what occurred.

I hadn’t realised when embarking on this assignment that I was stumbling into an area of landscape
photography that has been the subject of considerable exploration, as this series and others I
researched demonstrate. It has made me look at landscape photography in a very different light, and
I am looking forward to exploring this further during the People and Place module which I hope to
undertake next.

Simon Norfolk2

I was really taken by the work by Simon Norfolk which I saw first at “Constructing Worlds” at the
Barbican, and then at “Conflict, Time, Photography” at Tate Modern. Although I wrote about these in
my journal, I didn’t really connect them with this assignment until my tutor suggested that much of
Norfolk’s work is about photographing history. I initially saw the work (which was from his series
“Chronotopia” as being a commentary on the way in which human beings both create and destroy
beauty through their actions, and how nature equalises both construction and destruction through its
own beauty. In many respects I still view these works in that way, but having now read about the work
in more detail I can see that it also relates to the passage of time. In explaining the title of this series
on his website, Norfolk notes that these landscapes might be referred to as a “chronotope: a place
that allows movement through space and time simultaneously, a place that displays the ‘layeredness’

1 http://www.berk-edu.com/RESEARCH/joelSternfeld/index.html#2 (accessed 21st April 2015)
2 http://www.simonnorfolk.com/pop.html (accessed 21st April 2015)



of time”.  I like this idea of “layeredness of time” – it sums up what I was trying to achieve in my own
work. In Norfolk’s work it relates both to the layers of war that we can see in the images – war in
Afghanistan has lasted for several decades – but also to the layers of time that we perceive in this
particular landscape through our Western cultural influences. This is “bible land” through and through;
as Norfolk notes these are the landscapes we saw glorified in Sunday School, and it is easy to see his
images as bathed in the light of heaven. Through this sublime landscape both the glory and the power
of God are depicted, with the traces of human history almost hidden behind this impression of
majesty.

During Derby Format Festival I saw another of Norfolk’s works, this time more obviously related to the
passage of time. “Time Taken” was a video presentation again focusing on Afghan landscapes but this
time revisiting each landscape across the seasons so that we can directly see the passage of time and
how human interaction with the landscape leaves its mark. Again Norfolk talks about the “layery
‘slabness’ of time laid down upon time”.3

One series from Norfolk’s website that I enjoyed (if that is the right word) was “For most of it I have
no words: Genocide, Landscape, Memory”. These images depict the sites of the worst of all crimes,
mass genocide. In some images the reminders are still there; the human skulls on an altar for example.
However, most haunting are those where there are no obvious signs – a staircase in Auschwitz or a
forest in Armenia. Absent any context these images are an exercise in composition – perfectly
constructed black and white images. Norfolk suggests that he used black and white, together with a
square format, to portray a “deathly emptiness” which I certainly think is present in the simplicity of
the images. It is interesting how Norfolk has used this simplicity of form to convey much the same
feeling as Sternfeld creates through an entirely different snapshot aesthetic. Why do the two feel
similar? I have to wonder if it has anything to do with style at all, or if it is my mind creating the same
experience because of the similarity of the subject matter, the trace of past atrocities.

Michael Ignatieff wrote an introduction to “For most of it I have no words” which contains thoughts
on much of what I have considered here.4 One paragraph stood out for me:

“The desolation in these photographs is beautiful, but their beauty is suspect. They play on the basic
amorality of the aesthetic. But they are not guilty - so it seems to me - of the charge that they beautify
what is obscene. They are documenting vanished crimes and in doing so they put their own beauty into
question. A sand dune no longer looks innocent when we know that it covers the traces of a death
march.”

This charge of beautifying war is something that could be levelled at much of Norfolk’s work, but for
me it stabs at the heart of landscape photography (and indeed art in general) in the way we have
established norms of “beauty” which serve to mask reality. Norfolk doesn’t seek to hide reality or to
obscure the past, he highlights it by capturing our attention and then unmasking what is behind the
beauty.

The wording my tutor used when referring me to Simon Norfolk was interesting – he stated that
Norfolk uses the “contemporary sublime” to photograph history. Although I know the meaning of the
sublime in common parlance, I am aware from reading the blogs of more advanced students (studying
Level 2 Landscape) that the sublime in fact has a very specific meaning. This isn’t something I have yet
started to study as I feel that it is a huge subject worth looking at in considerable detail, but I want to

3 http://www.instituteartist.com/filter/feature/project-Time-Taken-Simon-Norfolk (accessed 21st April 2015)
4 http://www.simonnorfolk.com/text/formost.html (accessed 21st April 2015)



refer back to my tutor’s comments and the work of Norfolk in the future – hopefully as part of my
next module People and Place.

John Kippin – “Nostalgia for the Future”5

My tutor pointed me to this work as an example of text embedded into an image. The series is a
commentary on social change, depicting modern life alongside hints of time gone by, often with a
slightly ironic feel (for example an image of the Metro Centre car park at Christmas, with a figure on
horseback almost hidden in the foreground). The title itself is a classic example of Postmodernism –
an oxymoronic sentiment which defies explanation and yet gives a perfect sense of what the
photographer was trying to achieve. Not all of the images have text embedded, but those that do see
it set across a lower third of the image, aligned centrally, in capitals and a large font size. It grabs the
attention first, competing with the image. It almost has the appearance of the title page of a book, or
a holiday postcard with the name of the resort writ large. All of this has the effect of denying us the
opportunity to view the image without the words – we are compelled to see the image in this light.
The text itself, much like the title of the series, is usually ironic both within itself and in its connection
with the image. For example “Authentic Reproduction” is itself an oxymoron, and serves to highlight
particular elements of the image – we see not only the boat which is presumably the direct subject of
the text, but also the surroundings of the boat which emphasize that this is a modern reproduction,
almost ridiculous set amongst the trappings of modern industry and tourism. This particular caption
also resonated for me because it reflects the art of photography itself; an “authentic reproduction” of
what is in front of the lens.

I have noted above that although I find Kippin’s approach very interesting in the context of his work, I
prefer to allow my viewer more freedom to relate the text and image, rather than giving the text the
prominence that it attains by being embedded into the image in such a direct way.

Liz Wells – “Land Matters”

I have not yet read this, but as it appears to be a helpful bridge between this course and People and
Place, I hope to read it very shortly.

Additional research

Since completing this assignment I have come across Hiroshi Sugimoto’s “Seascapes” which I think are
again relevant to the idea of imprinting a trace of the past in an image of the presence.6 The images
show simply the sea and the sky, black and white, split roughly half and half. Alongside each image is
the name of the location where it was taken, and it is this text which provides the imprint of our
cultural background. On seeing “Aegean Sea, Pillion, 1990” I think of my summer holidays as a child,
and also of Greek myths. I feel warm, though the image has little warmth. In contrast, “Baltic Sea, near
Rugen, 1996” makes me think of conflict (childhood memories of war in the Baltic states), and makes
me feel cold. For me the sea has always had a contemplative aspect, it is somewhere I feel at peace,
and this is evident in the way that Sugimoto’s very simple works inspire such different feelings simply
through the attribution of a location.

Changes to the images

My tutor noted that the Albert Mitchell image would benefit from greater depth of field, so that the
house number is sharper. I agree entirely – this was the result of shooting in relatively low light for

5 http://johnkippin.com/archive/nostalagia-for-the-future.php (accessed 21st April 2015)
6 http://www.sugimotohiroshi.com/seascape.html (accessed 21st April 2015)



previous images, and failing to adjust the aperture for this particular image where the light was better.
I must be more careful to adjust my settings to achieve the maximum depth of field in this sort of
image (I realise that a tripod would have been the best solution, but as I noted in my original reflections
on the assignment I felt too voyeuristic to stand with a tripod outside people’s homes). I have since
reshot this image with a greater depth of field. I have also reshot the Baden-Powell image as I felt that
it would also benefit from greater depth of field.

7th July 2015

Further changes to images

While experimenting with creating a photobook, it became obvious that I needed all of the images to
be in the same format – a mixture of portrait and landscape layouts would look odd in the simple one
image to a page format I am proposing. Looking back at my contact sheets I didn’t feel that I had
enough landscape format images to fill in the gaps, so I shot at a couple of alternative locations to
produce better landscape format images. I have decided to substitute the following:

Baden-Powell: It is a shame to lose this image as the text was particularly strong, reflecting the
distinction between interior and exterior of a building. However I have tried to create a landscape
image of this building but the nature of the building coupled with its location on a main road with cars
parked outside make it impossible to create an image that I am happy with. Instead I am replacing it
with this image of the home of the grand old Duke of York, with the accompanying text “Neither up
nor down”:

I think this text works well in relation to the image because it reflects the non-descript nature of this
building, not in use but not in ruins either, almost in limbo. There are hints of its past use as a nightclub,
but no indication of its more elevated connections with royalty. Its blandness invites the viewer to
speculate, as has been my intention with all of the images in this series.

Lord Dowding: I always felt that this was one of the weaker images so I am happy to replace it with
this image of the building where Eric Morecambe was married:



There are two reasons why I particularly like this image. The first is that it has a sense of history about
it, it is one of those buildings that has clearly seen a lot in its time and as a viewer we can overlay all
sorts of stories based upon our own experiences of very similar looking buildings. Although the
“famous” history is Eric Morecambe’s wedding, this building clearly has a history long before that
which is potentially just as interesting. The second is that it has signs of ageing – the greenery on the
left hand side in particular hints at the passage of time. I also like the reflections – the curtains in one
window framing a row of cars, and in the other framing an archway – almost appearing as if from
different times, one very modern the other much older. The accompanying text will read “I’m playing
all the right notes, but not necessarily in the right order”. This is a quote from Morecambe, and I think
it can be read in relation to the way we view these buildings – we can see their histories not in a linear
way but as a montage of different experiences layered on top of each other.

14th July 2015

“The Memory of Photography” by David Bate

This essay has such relevance to my understanding of this assignment that I wanted to cite it here for
future reference, even though I read it many months after completing the assignment.7 Bate begins
by discussing the use of photographs as a form of collective memory, either by the state (e.g. police
records) or more commonly by families, creating a form of shared history. This is nothing new to me,
although it bears upon my first assignment where I made use of the family snapshot aesthetic. He
goes on to discuss Freud’s theories about memory, and this is where I began to be particularly
interested.

Bate explains Freud’s theory that memory resides primarily in the “preconcious” – events are stored
away such that they do not clutter up day to day thinking, but are retrievable. However, the
unconscious mind also stores a form of memory, “screen memories” which are not the events
themselves but merely traces of childhood memories. Freud uses these screen memories to explain
the way in which childhood memories are often distorted, altered in time or space, because what is
being recalled is not the experience but the trace that it has left on the unconscious mind. This is not
a case of one memory being muddled up within another; instead the screen memory operates as a
vessel for containing subsequent memories. Bate cites two quotations from Freud which are
particularly relevant for my assignment 5 where I touch upon the impact of fairy tales:

“Freud suggests that screen memories offer “a remarkable analogy with the childhood memories that
a nation preserves in its store of legends and myths” (Freud, “Childhood Memories and Screen
Memories” 88). Furthermore, fairy tales, he says, can “be made use of as screen memories in the same
kind of way that empty shells are used as a home by the hermit crab. These fairy tales then become
favourites, without the reason being known”8

Bate goes on to suggest that photographs provide a form of “screen memory” – “the image provides
a scene in which we may bring voluntary (studium) or involuntary (punctum) memories to bear upon
it”9 This is exactly how I see the images in this assignment 2; they are blank canvases, triggering in
each viewer their own memories of similar scenes and so bringing their own history to bear upon the

7 Bate, D. (2010) The Memory of Photography, in Photographies, Volume 3, No. 2. London, Routledge.
8 Supra, page 253
9 Supra, page 254



image. At the same time, because of the awareness that these images depict a shared history, the
viewer is engaged to bring their knowledge of the collective memory in to play.

30th July 2015

Production of a photobook

I’ve completed my photobook, and I’m in two minds about the result. I love the tactile nature of it,
and I definitely think that this assignment benefits from being in a book. The layout works, and I’m
even happy with the simple text on the front cover which was one of my biggest concerns at the start.
I feel that it is the best product I could produce with the resources I have.

However… there are a lot of things I would like to improve if I was producing this commercially. Firstly
I would print the images with a much higher quality printer, as the depth of colour and contrast isn’t
great. I was really surprised in some of the prints that areas I had barely noticed on screen became
more prominent – which seems to be because the vibrant areas aren’t as vibrant, meaning that the
softer areas of colour don’t recede as much as they do on screen. I definitely need to experiment more
with producing high quality prints using a professional print firm, but for this project that wasn’t
feasible as I needed to be able to print double sided and to have control over paper type etc.

I would also have preferred a higher quality finish to the cover. I have explained in my blog why
cardboard was the best choice for this book, but it does feel a little cheap/childish. However anything
fancier would not have gone through my printer, which would have left me needing a professional
again. I originally wanted foil blocking or embossing for the letters but that was going to cost at least
£50 which wasn’t sensible for this book. (When I am famous and have a print run of several thousand
the costs will be less prohibitive!)

Although I’m not entirely happy with the finished result, I am glad that I’ve had a go at producing this
book because I have learnt a lot about layout and printing, and I’ve also learnt to think in advance
about potential layout options so that for example I would have known that all my images needed to
be in landscape format. What has struck me more than anything though is how strongly I feel about
the book as an object. I have produced family photobooks in the past through Photobox and I find that
I am very protective of them, I want to keep them clean and bring them out on special occasions as
objects to be proud of. That has been amplified significantly by producing the book myself – I am
almost reluctant to send it for assessment in case it gets damaged! Because of that feeling, I think the
images inside take on a new level of importance. I treat them with more respect because they are
physical things.


