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Fig. 1
Walker Evans. South Street, New York. (1932)
Fig. 2
Andreas Gursky. Paris, Montparnasse II. (2025)
Fig. 3
Anthony cairns. CTY 5081 (2022)
Images are seen as a medium of showing the reader the view of what a photographer sees, what is worth sharing. Every image is shaped by ideas and ideologies that included into each work, whether intentional, or contextual to what is being taken. Through this essay I will explore my key themes, identity, class and space through the lens of various photography artists, using different methods of practice. Focusing on the works of photographers, Walker Evans, Andreas Gursky, and Anthony Cairns. With Evans’ documentation of ‘American photographs’ during the great depression, Gursky’s, open to interpretation, visualisation of capitalist repetition, and Cairns’ created cityscape, showing blurred mental states of being inside of a public space not fit for a social way of living. Through examining these different works my essay aims to explore my three themes through each to consider how photography participates in social meaning and ideas of common ideologies found in our every day.

Identity
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Fig. 1
[bookmark: _Int_FA7mXP0a]Walker Evens’ photobook ‘American Photographs’ shows a vast range of what he saw as ‘America’. The series shows a vast range of street photography, containing close up images of people, textures and wider scenes that demonstrate what life felt like during the taking of the images. 
Walker Evens’ work shows a realistic uncomfortable sense of the world. The work shows a world unfamiliar to us, an old America shown as if it was already in the past. Documentation from the perspective of the future, it shows people living in a very familiar way.
This image shows the dynamic between three strangers, unknown to each other’s existence. They all share this space but each in their own way. The most obvious is the man in the middle, seemingly without a place to sleep, he is using some card to lay on the doors of this building. The man on the right, looking directly at the camera, more well-dressed but still laid back into the wall, as if hiding in shadow, wanting not to be seen, aggressive towards the world. The man on the left falling out of the frame is passively reading his newspaper, seemingly numb and bored of the world, while being the most put together and ‘proper’.
The building they are all using to rest, is closed; the pilers of the building cracking above them, the wood; stained and warped.
Walker evens, working for the FSA (Farm Security Administration), was hired to take pictures of common people, during the American great depression.  (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2024). These images where to highlight how hard-working people all over the nation were struggling, losing jobs, and unable to find employment; showing how their character has not failed the system, but the system has failed them. With the end goal of persuading people that thought joblessness was a personal failure, that they were not what people at the time perceived as an unemployed ‘lazy’ person. At the time,
people saw being unemployed as almost a sin, so the photo project was to help those to have the confidence to work again.
It was also to persuade those with jobs that taxing to spend on rural relief was moral and necessary for the economy. 
The identities of the people are made to be unique to each other through their individual experiences giving them a voice and face for others to see. This however is contradicted by the idea that these people are just to represent ideas, other people in America. These people all have different reasons to be where they are.
Other images in the series show mothers and children, workers, in the lowest parts of their lives. The identities of these people, made to satisfy taxpayers that their money is worth spending on them. 
“Identity is not an essence but a positioning.” (Hall, 1990, p. 226). Hall’s quote highlights how Evans’ photography lacks in true identity to those in the images. The people in the series who were captured to us, will always be known in the scenes they were captured in, with no further context, taking away all individuality.
[bookmark: _Int_klLNuaO5]We in present day were not the target audience of the work, as it was intended for people of the time. The historical view does show a real view into these lives but no more than the exact moment they were shown. The political context of why the images were taken, moulds these people into an ideology. To create an identity true to someone’s true self, they have to be the artist themselves. The only person we understand in these images is Evans himself, exploring America to capture life.

Class
[image: ]Fig. 2
Andreas Gursky’s photography work often shows a critique on capitalism and consumerism, with large repetitive patterns that emphasises meaning within his images.
This image shows a large scale accommodation holding masses of people, all shown through small, boxed windows. An image that is visually pleasing, critiquing the fact that it itself should inherently not be. The repetition of the rooms creating a two- dimensional wall view into people’s spaces views almost as an ant farm.
The work being most probably an edited image, shows how the photographer put purposeful meaning and thought into making it look as cramped and detached from each other, while being so close. The fact that the work is most likely edited also shows how believable the idea of the scene being real is.
The image showing people as an ‘ant farm’ highlights the way workers and common people are viewed, being a collective rather than individuals.
Gursky’s image reflects capitalist ideologies, “The ruling ideas of every epoch are the ideas of the ruling class.”  (Marx and Engels, 1970, p. 64).  Karl Marx talks about how when under a ruling class, their constructed ideas are fact.
Put into small boxes, people are alienated from each other, isolated, the image shows this visual metaphor for class disconnection. Showing these different rooms within a visually pleasing sense blinds to the true image, because the sight is so normal, being an idea of the ruling class, it is a ruling idea.
The ideas control cultural power, making these settings seem normal and ‘aesthetic’ for an audience, especially using repetition to amplify the effect, overwhelming and numbing the viewer with shear volumes of people, representing a class from an outside perspective. The viewer is an individual, but the image shows masses who the viewer is just spectating, unaware of the fact they are part of the image. Captalism shapes how we see these masses of housing, seeing people as units, labourers, ‘ants’ in an ‘ant farm’.
Marx’s quote shows how the ruling class dictates not only the economy of the system, but the system as a whole. Ideologies, morals and values; the way people live, are all ideas given to us because ‘that is just how things are’. This forces us to find order and beauty in the mass production of everyday, especially in Gursky's other portfolio of photography works, seeing it as ordinary rather than depicting exploitation of a working class.
“I am never interested in a single, unambiguous meaning.” - Andreas Gursky. His focus on these scenes of overwhelming senses of numbing colours and vast repetition in images, according to Gursky, is open for the audience to read into the work however they see fit. I think that this amplifies the fact that even if the artist is not intentionally forcing the viewing into seeing any point of reality, the works all scream with criticism towards capitalism and overconsumption within the working class. 

Space
[image: ]Fig. 3
Anthony Cairns' photography style showing architecture, discusses how public space is shown to be perceived through the eye of the photographer. Cairns’ work focuses more on textures and surface through architecture and buildings within a night scene, showing blurry glowing lights that amplify the works unique style. This work does not include any people within the images, pointing up towards the towering structures rather than who occupies them.
This image shows several buildings towering over the viewer, in a reversed negative, showing an unnatural sense of lighting. This more experimental type of photography personalises the work with the artist, making it seem more like you are seeing the world from Cairns’ perspective rather than looking into a documentation of an actual place, being more theoretical in a sense. The imagery shows how the artist sees navigating public spaces like a city.
Modern cities are not places to be, but places that are in between, roads and streets just to get to another destination. Cairns shows his work in a way to not be able to see the space for where it is, but what it is, showing all cityscapes at the same time; a daunting view of buildings towering and overpowering the viewer. “A non-place is a space which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity.” (Augé, 1995, p. 77). The work showing a place that cannot be defined, just a city scape demonstrates how these cities are ‘non-places’. The work shows an overwhelmed sense of confusion within the scene with the warped lighting
[image: ]“The modern city is increasingly designed for the circulation of capital, not citizens.” (Davis, 1990). This suggests that public space under capitalism is made not for the public, but to prioritise the satisfaction of the economy. In this sense spaces are not made for people to be able to thrive in shared spaces. “Modern urban spaces encourage withdrawal rather than interaction.” (Sennett, 1977). The way that the work represents city spaces it shows within the architectural overwhelm, the focus of a viewer is on the spectacle of the towers, and the unnerving nature of that environment. Towering buildings could represent the separation between class, having working class using the space for transport, and those above, being the ruling class.
The work presents a feeling that the viewer is being watched from this, the buildings show empty windows with no figures showing, yet there could be people anywhere.
As the towers represent higher ups in the ‘chain’ they, like the buildings, are looking down on you. Even with the empty beaming lights it demonstrates how the architecture represents how people just hope that they are being looked after, ‘safe’ under the laws and rules that they are under place, without knowing the truth behind the structures. “Monumental buildings embody the power of the ruling class.” (Lefebvre, 1991).
Surveillance through an unseen entity, hidden in plain sight. Public spaces are a controlled space through surveillance, creating the cold and mechanical site of a city through visuals and feelings of being in the space. This is visualised in how the image is numb to the blurring feeling of unease that is set over the scene, as well as the night setting that the image takes place in.

Conclusion
These three studies show how urban photography constructs meaning around identity, class and public spaces, showing how images are never truly neutral in nature. As an art includes their voice, ideologies and experiences they have had shape their work. Evens’ work demonstrates how even when trying to give a realistic view of life, it is only for a short moment. This moment fixes people into a context that they may no longer live in or relate to, shaping them into an identity belonging to a representation of a larger group of people. Reducing experience of struggle into symbolic and political intention. Gursky’s large scale repetition shows how class is organised under capitalism, showing mass of a collective mind shattered, rather than connected with one another. Units within a wider scale economic system that are made to appreciate the position they are in, finding reason in the confined system they find themselves in. Cairns’ depopulated cityscapes depicting how forgotten public spaces feel to those who created them. Being only used to navigate to different places, not as a space itself. Showing the confusion and numbing sense of unease and unbelonging cities have. 
These works all show how images can show meaning and context beyond what is intended by the viewer, as urban photography takes place in an urban setting, it is part of it as well, unable to avoid the deeper contexts that are in the works. Showing how economy and ideologies taught to us are inevitably in all we do and consume in the everyday. Whether aestheticized over consumption or the deterioration of land, every image has meaning encompassing it. With each image part confirms or challenges notions of politics and views of the ruling class. Themes of surveillance, control and political intentions are laced into our everyday. Can an urban photograph truly be nonpolitical in that sense?
How does photography reveal and reinforce the social structures that shape identity, class and public space?
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